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CHAPTER 1





ERIC PULLED up the video of Fiona. The number of times he had looked at it was ridiculous. He had grown his soul, developed his wealth, gained extra allies, stayed beneath the hunters’ radar, and her vivid eyes still sent his heart soaring in his dreams. 
0 days 0 hours 57 minutes

The screen in front of him flicked on, and the hostess stood there. “Eric, are you charged?”
He gave the hostess the thumbs-up. She didn’t smile at him and turned back to the guests. 
The ship-wide comms clicked on. “All passengers, I’ve checked with the jump pilot. We’ll be leaving on time.”
This was it. He thought they were about to go, and there was no way to know if Fiona would be there. Well, there was, but he hadn’t used them. Hell, he hadn’t even confirmed that she was alive. As the reborn, he had responsibilities. He could not afford to act carelessly, so he had curbed his curiosity. 
He watched the video again and smiled.
Soon.
The plan was for them to have no contact until this time, and Eric had the willpower to stick to it.
Barely.
There were a series of meeting places and times over the next few months, and Eric would turn up to every one of them. He didn’t know her situation, but he fervently hoped she would be able to attend one of them. Hopefully, this one. 
He was getting itchy feet.
The screen in front of him had pictures of HC#002, with the talking head excitedly pontificating on the new era for humankind that it represented. There was the expansion possibility and the technology boom.
“Yes, there are definite alien remains.”
“Yes, anti-matter factories.”
“As a professor of engineering and alien design, I can guarantee that the technology windfall from these finds will revolutionize how we live.”
It was the same stuff, phrased with different word orders and an alternative C-rate celebrity presenting who had been on all the channels since the system was discovered a month ago. 
Nope, nope, he thought. HC#002 would do none of that stuff. 
The big red counter on the dashboard counted down from ten. At zero, he would flex his soul that he had already spread through the structure. This one was not a converted slower-than-light craft but an engineered jump ship with soul-touched metal throughout it that helped speed up the process and reduce the time cost. 
His mind interacted with the dedicated jump crystal in front of him. The processor within it ran the calculations on his destination. An entire list of numbers that dealt with physical position in space, velocity vectors, and number of alternative dimension positions. For a moment, he ran an internal forecast of those numbers, predicting what the accurate crystal ones were going to be.
When he was aligned, he willed himself to be elsewhere.
Reality distorted with a slightly nauseous shift, and they were in a new location.
As always, he felt hollow, and crushing exhaustion washed through him. That was the cost of the rush of soul energy that had been used to shift them in space and in velocity vectors. This jump wasn’t huge, and he recovered faster than others, but even Eric could not jump without consequences. Only five minutes of fatigue, but he would pretend to be down for ten. If it had been a longer jump, it would have been more and, of course, while his jump pool wasn’t empty, it was no longer full. Until it recharged completely, he could not jump, as other souls had been taken along with him. That larger recharge would take hours. He’d spend ten minutes physically exhausted, yet that time would be multiplied by twenty for his jump pool to replenish and be able to jump again.
It was just how it worked.
They were drifting through space. Eric sipped the sugar liquid via the straw. 
Scientifically, it did nothing, but every jump ship had the drink available. The placebo effect was a bitch, and sugar drinks after physical exercise helped. Jump weariness had the same symptoms as heavy exercise, so, of course, pilots demanded the substance they were used to working when they were feeling like this. On a fundamental level, jump weariness and physical tiredness were completely different, so the drink didn’t work. In the future, pilots had given up the pretense, and the drink wasn’t used.
He wasn’t in the future, and he didn’t want to be flagged as the reborn, so he dutifully sipped away.
A shiver went through the entire ship as it docked.
“Time?”
The counter flashed four minutes thirty-eight seconds. It was an impressive jump by any measure to get that close to the airlock. His skill and the guidance system worked together to thread the eye of a needle. Through the floor where the passengers were, Eric heard the excitement. Hell, someone even cheered. On-time arrival was grumbled at, early arrival ignored, and over ten minutes early, you might get a golf clap. Twenty minutes was unheard of. The company’s customers were happy.
With still shaking hands, he touched a screen that gave him a video of the rest of the ship. It was the most basic of people transport. A single large room with fake luxury trim, a scattering of chairs, and about forty passengers. They had all paid to leave the asteroid belt to reach this dedicated entertainment precinct in Earth orbit. 
Another touch and the vision from outside the ship was visible. Half of the screens were taken up with the station, but the money shot was Earth. He had to admit it was majestic. The cradle of humanity was the only sight that still choked him up.
“All passengers are free to disembark,” he heard the hostess’s voice ding throughout the entire ship.
Smiling faces walked toward the exit. They were here to party, and twenty minutes less on a jump ship was the sort of luck they’d talk about all day. Eric watched as they departed, and when the last one left, there was a creak of movement, and his pilot station lowered down into the main room. The entire wall smoothly opened. The hostess came straight over to him. There was no put-on airs, no deference or snobbishness. She was all business.
“I have rated you as a five.”
“Thank you.”
“Forty credits have been transferred, and a one-way ticket to any of our jump ships within HC#001 for you to get back.”
“What we’re calling here, HC#001.”
For the briefest moments, there was a flash of personality on the woman’s face. “Well, there are multiple systems now. It makes sense to use the alien’s naming system now.”
“Yeah, I can’t believe I’m living in an age where humans are getting a new solar system to explore.”
The woman smiled.
Ding.
She looked at a screen behind him. Her eyes flicked over the information. Then the smile vanished, and the hard-eyed hostess was back.
Eric suspected he knew what was about to happen. “Thanks for the rating, but you don’t need to stay. I know the drill from here.”
She was still reading over his shoulder and was probably going to repeat the company pitch word for word. There was an annoyed frown, and then she put on her most sincere smile. “Do you do this for credit or–”
“To see new places,” Eric interrupted. 
“We can offer a permanent gig.”
“No thanks.” 
She lost interest in her corporate duty. The brief moment of her treating him as a human vanished with it, and she hurried off to tidy the ship before the next jump. The fact that he had slotted the jump perfectly would probably let her have a coffee before she had to work once more.
Eric watched the program talking about HC#002 while counting down the ten minutes. His job wasn’t to stand out, and that meant he had to pretend to suffer the normal amount of jump weariness as everyone else did. 
The time ticked over. “I’ll be off,” he called while leaving the ship. She didn’t even bother to turn; their transaction was completed.
He checked the counter and grinned. He had arrived right on time and in character. Being a Soul Jump temp on passenger ships had been the side gig he had started a year ago purely to justify this moment. If he was only a miner, it might have been suspicious if he abruptly traveled here. However, to future sniffers, all they would see was him taking yet another temporary gig to visit a different station.
He left the airport and grabbed some handles. Ordered it to do tourist stuff, and, in short order, he stood outside an old-era Irish pub on a space station with a view of Earth. 
Heart thumping, he walked into the pub while resisting the desire to skip or speed up. It was an impressive bar with a massive window that showed Earth. It had smart magnification in it because there was no way Earth would be that size naturally. However, despite that little trick, it was genuine. The light reaching his eyes had reflected off humanity’s home planet. 
For almost a minute, he stood admiring the view and not just because this was what all tourists did. Finally, he glanced around and worked out how the place functioned. You procured drinks at the bar, served by an actual person. It was slow, annoying, and required small talk, but then, with a pint of Guinness, he sat against the window looking out of it. 
With no one being aware of it, Soul Scouting activated, and he did a quick tour of the bar. She wasn’t here. It had three levels, with robot table service available on the top two. For his credit balance, he would need to move upward when this pint was finished. He could not afford multiple drinks at the higher price of human service.
Upstairs would be better anyway. The prime lower bar was filled with tourists he didn’t care for. Rough miners. Independent Soul Jumpers and high-flying stars of law firms who were out for some fun. They weren’t his type of people even if, by occupation, he fitted perfectly into the first two categories.
Another sip. 
Then, at the edge of his awareness, he felt her. His consciousness jumped to get a visual. She was in a crowd of people, with a shaved head and tattoo on her scalp, a stylized image of a ship departing a planet with two moons. Many proudly wore that design. It proclaimed her adopted heritage of coming from Mars Close Orbit 2142. 
The group was like a wave breaking on the shore. They were loud and obnoxious as they entered, shouting and shoving.
Eric turned to watch them. An observer would view it as a natural response to the disruption, but he wanted to see her face. 
He saw her with his eyes, but Soul Scouting was more intimate. He could get closer. It was as if he stood next to them and could hear conversations that would otherwise be hidden.
“Sara.” The woman next to Fiona elbowed her hard. Fiona looked at her, and she pointed straight at him.
The blond-headed man next to Fiona guffawed. “I guess Sara’s not buying the first round.”
Fiona, having seen him, hadn’t pulled her eyes away from him. Like a mosquito attracted to a blazing flame, she walked directly at him, ignoring everyone else. 
“Bloody Sara and her type,” a big, muscular man at the back grumbled.
“Stop drooling,” the woman who had pointed him out whispered to Fiona.
Fiona distractedly pushed her away and continued toward him. “Is this seat taken?” Her voice was breathless.
“Sit,” the blond man ordered, pushing Fiona into the seat, and then before Eric could do anything, the man was sitting next to him, an arm over his shoulders.
He leaned in to whisper. “Play your cards right, and you’ll have a good time, but if you hurt Sara…” He didn’t finish the sentence, instead choosing to squeeze his hand, which was on Eric’s bicep, hard. The unnatural strength almost made him wince.
“Trent, you bully!” Fiona yelled suddenly. “Leave the poor man alone.”
Trent stood and looked at Fiona. “I would encourage you not to do anything rash, but…” Trent shook his head. “I’ve known you too long. Departure is in fourteen hours.”
“Plenty of time,” Fiona almost purred, just eating him up with her eyes.
“No bloody point,” the big man from earlier said, grabbing Trent and pulling him away. “You know what she’s like.”
“I’m Sara,” Fiona said. “Are you going to buy me a drink?”
“I’m Eric and I’d love to.” Eric swallowed as he reached over and linked fingers. Her thread touched him.
YOU’RE HERE!!!
YOU’RE ACTUALLY HERE!!!
Eric winced, but that didn’t stop the spreading grin. “You’re beautiful. But what do your friends mean by type?”
Fiona lowered her eyes bashfully. “When I like someone, I make sure they know.”
The text message flowed through. I had to set up a cover persona.
“Really,” Eric answered out loud to both bits. “How do you show them?”
“Thoroughly,” she quipped.
Are you here for work or pleasure?
Eric thought about the question.
I am here because I wanted to see you.
Fiona’s face transformed as her happiness bubbled out.
“Sara, why don’t you tell me about yourself?”
Two and a half drinks later, they abandoned the bar and purchased some short-term accommodation. The whole time, Fiona seemed to take any chance she could to touch him. While they couldn’t talk about anything meaningful, he was enjoying himself. It was intoxicating to be with her. 
God, he hoped he wasn’t being a breaker.
The room they rented was larger than what he was used to sleeping in, with a proper double bed and space on one side of it to stand.
“Wow, fancy,” Eric said, looking around. 
“I missed you.”
She kissed him passionately, then broke away. “No more of that,” she declared, “until you make it up to me.”
“What?”
“Well, let’s see. You haven’t so much as sent me a message in over two years. Last time we were together, you oscillated between organizing to blow me up, poking me full of needles, and leading me on, only to reject me straight away. Do I need to go on?”
“Yes, please.”
“Your idea of a date was taking me to a toilet roll factory. You encouraged me to take drugs found in a random wall.”
“Is that all?”
“You left me in a park to get shot at. You thought it was okay after two weeks to organize a series of dates for two years in the future. And you didn’t send me a message to SAY GOODBYE!”
“It sounds bad when you put it like that.”
He was grinning so much that the corners of his mouth hurt. From what he could see of Fiona, she was the same. The mock anger drained away. “You could have sent a nice video to me, you know.”
“I should have,” Eric agreed. “Two thousand eight hundred and eighteen.”
“What’s that number?”
“The number of times I looked at your day counter.”
She squealed and jumped on him and then immediately pulled back, creating distance. “No. I’m mad at you.” She sprang onto the bed and scooted to the far corner.
“I think your list of complaints is valid. I’m happy to strive to make it up to you.”
Fiona nodded and studied him, then tapped the section of the bed near her. “Come, tell me what you’ve been up to.”
“How much do you know already?”
“I know you got a live-in girlfriend who’s like eighty.”
“She was thirty-six, and we’ve broken up.”
“And beyond that, you’ve worked as an asteroid Soul Jump miner. I couldn’t find out much more.”
“That’s about what I would have expected. I’ve recruited a further six allies. Five of them Guidance has bound with its boon, and the last was like with you. Guidance wasn’t interested.”
“The unbound wasn’t a girl, was it?”
Eric laughed. “Nope. A short forty-year-old Chinese dude.”
“What else?”
“My soul’s progressed a little. Probably less than yours.”
“What’s yours at?” She beamed at him. “We can tell each other together. On the count of three.” He could cheat with his Soul Scouting; he just didn’t want to.
“One, two, three.”
“Four!”
“Fourteen.”
“You’re what?” Eric asked her in disbelief. “Fourteen?” She grinned proudly. “How on Earth? I…”
She was grinning like a Cheshire cat. “I was seven two years ago.”
“But no one goes up seven levels in two years, even with a cultivation trait.”
“You went up four.”
“There are good reasons I can progress that fast.”
“You remember what my trait was.”
“Of course.” His processor provided him with the details without needing any prodding. A true AI or one close enough to true was a massive advantage.
Superior Cultivator - Cost 2,500 (Tier 4)

 
	Soul Cultivation speed improved by 600%.
	Chance of being awarded a Tier 2 trait at each stage advancement.

It was a low-level tier 4 trait. “Even with Superior Cultivation, that’s still a level and a bit in two years.” Fiona twisted her hand and a Soul Blade that was closer to a short sword than a dagger appeared. Eric produced his own to challenge it. It was as long as his finger but skinny.
“That’s smaller than a butter knife.”
He flicked his hand, and suddenly, it was like he had claws as three of the thin knives slightly shorter than previously emerged from his clenched fist. 
“Also, this.” Two balls of flames formed in her hand.
“Can you use them?”
“Yeah. I tested them when I was mining. They’re like grenades.”
“You’ve been training?”
“Of course, and you have claws, hey.”
“I missed you.”
She looked away. “You’re not seducing me. We’re going to talk and catch up and take it slow.”
“Your friend was pretty convinced that, if I played my cards right, I would have a fun time.”
Her voice went frosty. “Aren’t you having a fun time?”
“I am, but not in the way he meant.”
“You’re getting the special treatment. I don’t usually talk.”
“Really?” He threw a pillow at her, and she laughed.
“I want to know everything. What’s the plan?”
“Well, first, I was planning on recruiting you.”
“I might be interested. If you give me enough incentives.”
“It’s for a treasure hunt.”
“Don’t need special incentives,” Fiona declared. “I love treasure hunts. HC#002?”
“Of course.”
“I’m in. Seeing another solar system has been on my to-do list for two and a bit years. When are we leaving?”
“One month.”
“Yes.” She jumped on him, effortlessly plucked him, and spun him around in exuberance. 
“Hey,” he complained when she let him go.
She flopped down on the bed next to him. Her head was on his shoulder. “Let’s talk.”
“HC#002 is a beautiful place. Its major planet has life like Earth.”
“Overgrown hairless apes?”
Eric laughed despite himself. “Only the ones we bring with us.”










CHAPTER 2





THEY CHATTED, and Eric watched the time. “Since we’re not doing other stuff, do you want to have some fun?”
“No, I haven’t seen you for two years, plus I was enjoying your impression of Mr. Yates at graduation.”
“Umm… I sort of have an errand to run.”
She arched an eyebrow. “And if we had been doing what Trent suggested?”
“I might have forgotten about the errand… or we might have had a break.”
Fiona shook her head in disbelief. “The first time we see each other, and you’re double-booked.”
Eric shrugged. “I didn’t know you would be here, and I have responsibilities.” She was waiting for him to say more. “I made a promise when recruiting Zhong.”
“How many soul boon points was he worth?”
“That’s what you’re asking?” Eric arched an eyebrow at her.
Fiona grinned impishly. “Yep.”
“Six.”
She smirked. “So, a very valuable recruit.”
“Yes, absolutely.”
“And the promise?”
“Just to take down the major Ecstatic Void networks.”
“Drug gangs?”
“Yeah.”
Her fingers drummed on her thigh. “And your errand?”
“Today?”
“No, the one next week.”
Eric laughed. “That one’s on a Jupiter station.”
Fiona glared at him.
“Oh, you do mean today. We just need to intercept a shipment. Pretty standard.”
“Do you have intelligence?”
“Sure.” He shot the package across.
“Eric! Do you have allies on the station?” He shook his head. “Some kill bots?” Another shake. “Then how the hell can you take out someone who is rated at four plus, another guard at four, and the third a voidest five? Was the plan me all the time?”
“Well, if you weren’t here, I would have had five hours to think of something.”
Fiona was still studying the information intently, flicking from page to page.
“Do you have information technology superiority?”
“Yes,” Eric answered.
“Twenty minutes,” Fiona pointed out. “Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”
“I was having fun and didn’t want to ruin the mood.”
“You’re an idiot!”
Eric raised his hands in a pacifying gesture. “This mission is not that hard. They’re untrained. We blitz them, and we’re done.”
“You’re a coghead,” she said, leaning forward to kiss him. “My coghead. I can’t believe…” She stopped speaking as she struggled to find the words. “Let’s go.”
He found himself still grinning manically. He had hoped that they would click still, but he hadn’t expected it. But to catch up with someone after two years and be perfectly comfortable in their company. To talk about nothing, Eric understood how special that was.
There were handles straight outside the room they had rented. Fiona went to pay, and Eric stopped her.
“We want to ghost.”
Ignoring the waiting handles, he pulled her into the service tunnel. Then he ran along, with her following. Three turns and two minutes later, they were looking onto the dedicated handle tracks. There was room for three handles side by side. A tall, thin kid shot past on the handles.
Fiona jumped.
“He was wearing VR goggles,” Eric told her quietly. “My program would redirect them if they weren’t. Our handles are coming soon.” He turned to Fiona. “On the count of three. One, two, three.”
Eric took off at a run and leaped. The handles were traveling faster than the kid had been, and he barely grabbed them in time. His hands slipped, and then Fiona was behind him, pressing against him and stabilizing him.
“I know at some point your augments and boons will dwarf mine, but until then, I’m enjoying being better.”
“Not going to be for a while,” Eric admitted. “I need to be this week to get on Traitor GIT’s ship, and that won’t happen if I’m augmented beyond my current level.”
The handles sped through the tunnel, and he sent her the specifications of what they needed to do.
“Let me help you!” she yelled in his ears, struggling to be heard over the wind.
Eric gave a quick thumbs-up. He had already sent over details of their switches. The replacement handles briefly pulled in next to them, and it was an easy sidestep to it.
“Ten seconds,” Fiona called out.
Eric prepared himself and timed the moment to sprint off. For an instant, he was jumping into a wall, and then his speed took him into a service space. Midflight, Fiona grabbed him and then twisted so her back was oriented toward where they were landing. Despite everything, her feet hit the ground, and then with no clumsiness, she folded to get her bum, back, shoulder, and elbows on the platform to bleed off the momentum, all the while holding him safely away from the hard flooring. She thumped lightly against the wall with a grimace.
“I hate ghost mode,” she complained.
Before turning around to show her back, she asked, “Do I have any holes?”
She rolled her shoulders. “It feels like it.”
“The materials scuffed, but it held up.”
“I think I have burnt skin under it.”
“Sorry.” Eric was completely unhurt thanks to her effort, and without his weight, she would have exited undamaged as well. “That was the least painful ghost mode ever.”
“For some of us.” With one hand, Fiona was prodding her left elbow, a frown on her face. “Is this Zhong really worth it?”
“Probably not, but they’re dealing Ecstatic Void. They spread it to ten thousand new people a day.”
Fiona glanced at him a second time. Something about his tone warned her that there was more to the story.
“You would have done this anyway,” she concluded. “To protect humanity. You’re worried that they’re crippling humanities about to cultivate.”
Eric nodded. “A million new victims every three months per gang. It also grows over the next few years. Left unchecked, they’re going to permanently cripple future geniuses.”
“I know it’s not advertised extensively, but even I know what it does. What are these people doing?”
“Next to no one is thinking about awakening their soul. Who cares if you lose something you never intend to use? Hell, some people are glad to do it.”
“I couldn’t imagine living without an awakened soul. The poor victims.”
“That’s why I’m doing it. And as for Zhong. He was ranked as six. People that great don’t grow on trees.”
“True, from a womb, I suspect.”
Eric snorted and kept walking. Then stopped when his AI indicated he had arrived. He pushed on a panel, and it clicked open to reveal two AX7s. They were clearly guns but of a futuristic design that looked almost impractical.
Fiona considered the strange weapons. “What the hell are those?”
Eric flicked the description to her.
AX7s

Rating. Uncommon (borderline Rare)

When developed, the brilliance of the design wasn’t widely recognized, and it fell out of favor for fifteen years. Each gun has a magazine capable of firing a thousand hollow point rounds, possesses instant discharge trigger functionality, very low kickback, and auto shoots a hundred and thirty rounds per second each with an energy delivery of 80kJ, which is equivalent to old-style elephant guns.

The major drawback of the AX7s is the fifteen seconds initialization time required, after which discharge becomes instant.

Requires: Soul Jump (6) and either Soul Armor (5) or Soul Blade (7)

Recommended Physical rating of 5

Fiona grabbed one and spun it around. “How is it so light?”
Eric sent a local wiki link, which appeared to be accurate when he skimmed over the information.
Fiona read it curiously. “They think it was seeded by the church?”
“Or the reborn,” Eric said with a laugh.
“Was it?”
Eric looked at her incredulously. “It’s hardly my style.”
She picked up the gun, studying it. “True, I think you would have included more dark blue on the design.”
Eric punched her shoulder lightly in mock annoyance. “When you buy them from the manufacturer, you can color code them how you want.”
“Oh, the reborn did seed it. We all know how much you love your fashion.”
Fiona practiced putting it up to her shoulder and shooting down the sights. They were actually designed more to be fired from the hip with firing programs, but he didn’t correct her.
She spun the gun into different configurations. “And it’s really rated that highly? Uncommon borderline rare?”
“Yep, it’s a superb weapon.” In his hands, the gun was warming up. Because he barely met the requirements to use it, Eric knew the initialization time would be almost thirty seconds.
Fiona copied what he was doing, and her gun stopped glowing before his did to signify that the initialization was complete.
“And your plan is really to step around the corner and mow them down? What a fun date.”
“Nothing builds a healthy relationship better than shared experiences.”
Fiona laughed. A countdown appeared on the wall. There was over a minute to go.
“And the plan’s a little more sophisticated than mowing them down.”
“How?”
“We need to mow them down and not get shot.”
“Much better,” she agreed. “And if I wasn’t here.”
Eric held up the gun in his hand. “This and information technology superiority would’ve been enough.”
Fiona coughed. “Crazy coghead.”
“You know what they say about couples that murder together?”
“No.”
Eric could hear the curiosity and expectation in her answer. She was waiting for a punchline. He deliberately let it drag.
“Well?”
“Nothing good, I’m sure.”
She didn’t crack a smile. “What? That’s the dumbest joke ever.”
“Time,” Eric said simply.
In Soul Scouting, he saw their targets stepping through the airlock, only to have it immediately start to close. The gang members were startled, knowing that wasn’t supposed to happen. All but one was looking at the malfunctioning airlock when Eric stepped around the corridor, the AX7 at his shoulder and the trigger on full auto.
The cargo was being escorted by seven individuals, all registered mercs, bulletproof armor, standard-issue handguns, and tasers, but the primary deterrent was how heavily augmented they were. The worst of them was a 5, and two of them had souls strong enough to do full-body armor because of their traits. That skill theoretically was a counter to using explosives. Not that he could get explosives close enough, as the gang’s defensive drones would sniff the threat out before he could land the ambush. That was assuming that he could smuggle the ingredients needed past station security.
No one liked explosive items in fragile space stations.
The group was almost seventy meters down the corridor from him, and his gun had been pre-programmed to have a random scatter area of one meter by the time it reached them. As a result, he just aimed for the center area. His gun jumped and twisted in his hand ever so slightly, spreading the bullets out. It kicked back hard into him and forced him to lean into the weapon to keep it close to being on target, and there was no way he could actively aim it, but for this attack, this didn’t matter. His Soul Armor clicked into position to protect his head and vitals, and as his devastating volley of bullets shot toward them, the super-enhanced drug runners reacted.
With reaction speeds in the fractions of a second, the return fire felt instantaneous. Eric’s Soul Armor registered bullets slapping into it, and a bullet, whether deliberately targeted or because of a misfire, clipped his legs. It wasn’t enough to distract him from the battle plan, but the gun jerked slightly, and bullets ricocheted off the wall before he got it back to where he was aiming.
In two and a half seconds, over three hundred slugs with the penetration equivalent to anti-aircraft bullets slammed into the enemy from his gun alone. They were not all on target. The scatter he had programmed in was enough to guarantee that some were. That very fact that he wasn’t shooting straight stopped his opponent’s form. Unless they had a Soul Shield up, a single shot in the right place would be enough.
With military precision, he stepped back out of the line of fire before his Soul Armor failed.
His leg, while bleeding, supported him easily. Just in case, Eric slapped a medical pad on both the entry and exit wounds while he paused, sucking in air and waiting a moment for his soul to recover.
Three seconds was almost an eternity in these sorts of battles, but his Soul Scouting told him they were not charging them. He could take the time to fight intelligently, and that meant not rushing him. There were still five left, according to his scouting, but two souls were fluctuating wildly in what Eric suspected were death throes.
Time, he thought and stepped back into position. Bullets slapped into his shield, and he held the attack for a full second before retreating.
Eric’s soul was complaining.
“Only one left,” Fiona said.
Eric nodded in agreement. The video camera agreed with him even if his Soul Scouting showed three of the enemies holding on. Given that one of those three was literally in two pieces, he was willing to trust the video. His Soul Scouting obviously had a delay in it.
“Let’s exhaust his defense. Tag team.”
Fiona, with no further discussion, went first and sustained the hail of bullets for two seconds.
Eric followed and held his fire for a second and a half. The only surviving member of the party was huddled down behind a Soul Shield that was about the size of a bedside table. His gun was up but not firing. With his armor about to collapse, Eric retreated to safety.
Fiona swayed back to keep firing. “Ooh, messy.”
Eric glanced at the monitor. The man’s shield had failed, and then he had been torn to bits by a hail of fifty bullets. Not much was left of him.
Not much was left of any of them. Every bullet from the AX7s would punch straight through someone and take a fist-sized chunk of flesh as it did so.
There had been many rounds.
He released a small drone that would check for explosives. “Stay here,” he ordered.
And then, he leaned heavily on his military training to step into the corridor to confirm that the mission had been successful. Gun up and ready to fire at anything that moved, he jogged down the passageway.
There were no threats. The drone had confirmed a lack of explosives. The thirty cameras in the area showed no one living and Meditative Perfect Recall verified that there were too many partial body parts for anyone to have survived, and his Soul Scouting revealed no souls.
“What are you doing?” Eric snapped at Fiona, who was following him.
“I’m not letting you–” She stressed you but meant the reborn. “–run into danger by yourself.”
He superimposed his body in front of her to protect her from witnessing the blood and body parts. He clipped the gun on his belt and placed his hands on her shoulders to create a text link.
It is touching that you care. But I have Soul Scouting, and I checked that no one survived.
Oh.
He turned her around and pushed her toward the corridor. “No peeking.”
Then he jogged back toward the bodies.
The explosive drone detector’s alarm went off.
Eric ignored it—after all, it was registering his own stuff—and approached the container the group had been escorting. From the outside, it was just a drum. Eric knew otherwise. It was evil.
Manually, he opened the lid to the drum. There was a single inlet and outlet point, and he grabbed the pack he had prepared and pushed it into the inlet. With a click of a button, it would pump the first liquid that should neutralize the Ecstatic Void and then afterward inject explosives that became highly unstable when exposed to the neutralized Ecstatic Void, and then the triggering action would follow.
With those key steps completed, he spun around and ran.
As he passed the airlock, it rumbled shut.
Fiona fell in next to him as they sprinted along. Blast doors clicked shut after they passed. He had launched the ambush in an industrial area that, by design, was mostly automated and alarms were blaring, telling everyone to run. As he ran, handles directions were sent to Fiona, and he leaped onto an empty set rushing by, and this time, he grabbed them smoothly by himself. Fiona was right behind him. More airlocks shut. They switched handles and the countdown clock flashed in his head.
Timing was…
Unsurprisingly, it was perfect. Together, they leaped off the handles, and Fiona cushioned his tumble, using her superior strength and agility. They were on another maintenance platform. It was only a meter wide and painted a dull brown color. They lay sprawled, and then the entire room rocked.
Eric sat on the ground. A single thread extended out of a processor. He had a sniffer in the system, small and barely competent, as it had to self-destruct after he got the information. Twenty seconds later, damage reports flowed through.
Three rings of airlocks had been blown apart, the fourth compromised. Superficial damage had also spread through the pod and handles branch system. There was a scattering of derailments and no reported fatalities, but with eight incidents labeled major, Eric knew there would be some. The flow-on effects of the explosion were better than he had modeled, and the section of tracks that he wanted to use hadn’t been damaged.
“We can employ handles,” he told Fiona. “I was worried that the tracks might have become too damaged to use. And some were but near us.”
His area being safe was down to luck. There was only so much modeling could do as the way the explosion propagated depended on which airlocks or structural walls had the most hairline stress cracks in them.
“What the voidest was that?”
“An explosion.”
She punched him lightly. “I got that, but why?”
“Evidence removal and to ensure that the Ecstatic Void was vaporized.”
“How many people?”
“None, a few, I don’t know. We hit them in an automated area of the station, and evacuation procedures were activated.” Fiona studied him. “There was enough Ecstatic Void in that contained to infect a hundred thousand people.”
More handles came. They switched multiple times and got back to their hotel room as invisible as they needed to be. This station wasn’t like the one he had grown up on. The surveillance regime, by design, was patchy, so the interference required to move invisibly was minimal. Plus, the explosion had occurred almost on the opposite side of the station to where surveillance said they were.
Not even future sniffers could trace the intervention to them.
The door slid shut behind them, and they were back in their modest hotel room, the sheets disturbed from the initial pristine presentation but not violently rumpled after all they had just lay on top of them.
Eric watched Fiona, trying to work out what she was thinking. To this point, she hadn’t seen him kill any innocents, and while she had killed Tyler, the devastation unleashed by AX7s was far more gruesome than Tyler’s attack had been.
Her shaved head was distracting, and her eyelids clenched shut, hiding her vibrant emotive green eyes. Her arms were crossed over her chest defensively.
“What are you thinking?” Eric asked finally.
A little shudder ran through her body, and she nodded to herself before opening her eyes. Eric was expecting disgust or condemnation, or anything, really.
Fiona stared back at him. Just her, nothing more. She saw his look and smiled. “It’s okay. I’m fine.”
“I…”
“Killing them didn’t worry me. The blood…” Her nose crinkled. “Not so pleasant. Collateral damage.” She frowned and then shrugged. “I don’t like that at all.”
“I tried to minimize, but there’s always the risk of people being where they shouldn’t be.”
“That was a massive explosion. Do you think we would’ve felt it here?”
“With our extra-curricular activities?” Eric nodded at the bed. “Not a chance.”
Fiona laughed. She jumped on the bed. “Cuddle, kiss, no more.”
“I see.”
“In a serious relationship, I like to go slow.”
“Is that right?”
“Yep.” She cuddled her head against his neck. “What we just did.”
“Yeah, I know.”
They lay silent for a period, and then Fiona told him her story from the last two years. It wasn’t as bad as Eric had feared. She had dragged herself up from a penniless state quickly. She had taken jump jobs, then mining ones, and now she was swimming with cash.
The wall dinged. He looked at it, and there was a countdown clock. “We only have twenty minutes to talk.”
“Ah, reality,” Fiona said, nipping his ear.
“Hey.”
She pulled back. “What’s the actual plan? When do I see you next?”
Eric sighed deeply. “Probably not until we’re on the expedition.”
“Because you still have your original identity, and there are only so many people who look like me.”
“No one is as gorgeous as you.”
“And if you get seen with another black girl with green eyes, too many questions will be asked?”
Eric nodded. “Unfortunately. I wish it could be different.”
“And the expedition?”
“You’ll change your eye color, and publicly, we’ll have nothing to do with each other.”
“Privately?”
“What do you think?”
She blushed and looked away.
“The eye color is fine. I have been changing that almost weekly. This is the first time I’ve gone natural since I left the station.”
“Clever?”
“Are you complimenting yourself? That was part of your plan. You wrote it in black and white.”
“Maybe?”
“You’re terrible.”
They lapsed into silence.
“How long?”
“Now that I’ve found you, I’ll kick things into motion. It’ll take six weeks.”
He threw over a package, highlighting what she had to do. Where the advertisement for volunteers would be run and how to apply.
“I can do that?” Fiona told him after reading the detail. “And you’re destroying the drug gang?”
“One or two more losses of cargo like this, and they’ll implode with infighting. Two weeks and they’ll be broken,” Eric promised.
“Good.”
“Then, after that, two more.”










CHAPTER 3





ERIC GRINNED HAPPILY when he left the apartment ten minutes after Fiona had. He had forgotten how much he enjoyed her company and banter. 
It was time to return to his job, but rather than using the free pass, he checked if there were any jump vacancies heading back to Asteroid19, the space station his mining was based out of. 
There were three temp jobs over the next six hours. Eric promptly submitted his profile for auction to all three. In the background, there was a flurry of activity, and when the five-minute open auction was completed, the middle slot won his services for an impressive eighty-five credits. That was fifty more than the standard rate, but obviously, the accuracy of his jumps was getting him a significant premium. 
His expertise, on average, saved ten minutes. That had value beyond time savings. It would save fuel as well, which were direct credits to the company.
With two hours to kill, he settled at a café, bought breakfast, and focused on his meditation while running fifty videos simultaneously. Subtitles were on all of them, and bored, he flicked from one to the next, blowing them up on the big screen, occasionally rewinding to watch the bit of news that triggered his interest. It might still look suspicious to a sniffer looking for a reborn, but the view he used was a standard one, which meant there were probably millions of others who consumed their television in the same ridiculous way.
One screen for his current mind and an additional forty-nine for Meditative Perfect Recall. When the time finally ended, he pivoted and started walking. Without saying a word, whenever he looked at the walls, arrows appeared, directing him to his jump destination. He was more than used to this method of navigation. In the future, this technique was only adopted by young children. Everyone else was augmented sufficiently that internal soul display or utilizing artificial eyes let downloaded routes be applied.
As primitive as the system might have felt, it was really well-designed. There must have been hundreds of others using this system simultaneously, and he almost never saw someone else’s navigation, even in his peripheral vision. He was guided to some handles, and the trip was slightly longer than expected. When he got off, he froze as his navigation arrows veered away from the consumer ports toward the industrial docks. 
They haven’t? He felt a rush of anger and his steps quickened.
He knew what had happened and, while walking, he checked the terms he had bid on. His AI flashed the key details up on his eyeball, so the text hung above him. 
The exact text of the ad appeared, and his eyes flicked through it to check that the advertisement he had put up was accurate. There! ‘Standard Jump Conditions,’ the vital term had been listed. Eric sighed in relief. His profile specified that he was a passenger jumper and, legally, he was protected. He felt a touch more confident and lengthened his stride in response to the flash of anger that went through him.
“Termination consideration,” he muttered.
The Soul Jump employee can terminate if, in his or her opinion, the ship is unsuitable for jumping or exceeds the standard metrics.
That was what he had expected it to say. The standard metrics were a small ship, and he already knew that wasn’t what the pricks were going to present to him.
The line he was following ended at some internal handles. These were not the type with their own dedicated tracks but stabilized to run along standard walking corridors.
Bad sign!
These could mean only one thing. He jumped on, and they sped forward. Eight hundred meters and he was deposited next to an unmarked office door. Arrows at the base of the door clarified that it was his destination.
Already annoyed, he stormed in.
A single older man was in the room behind a desk. He smiled a greasy, welcoming smile, though his eyes had the darting quantity that told Eric that he half-expected to be yelled at.
“This is not what I had hoped for.”
The false smile didn’t leave the man’s face. “Really, your ad specified Asteroid19 without size limiters.”
“It was Jucks. It’s a site for passenger jump pilots.”
“And we need a jump pilot.”
“What are the dimensions?”
The man waved a hand, and the information appeared on the screen. His instincts had been right. It was a cargo ship rather than a passenger liner. A heavy one too. It would take him three hours to charge, and he would be recovering for days. For eighty-five credits, it wasn’t worth it. He might as well fly commercial.
“Can’t do it.” 
The company rep didn’t look at all surprised and chewed tatoc, mouth open. The veneer of civility, while not gone, had certainly shifted. His teeth contained a purple sheen, and now that Eric was conscious of it, the man’s sweat smelled sweet.
He grinned nastily. “You signed a contract, you do the work. Otherwise, I’ll sue you for the delays.” The man smirked evilly.
The legal bot he was running in his processor helpfully flashed up the words.
Contract not enforceable. No penalty for breaking.
For a moment, Eric considered storming out, if only to annoy the greasy company rep. Only his anger kept him from leaving. Maybe if he extended the conversation, the man might say something that the legal bot could use to get him compensation for his time. “Does that ever work?” 
The man chewed some more and smiled. Purple-dyed teeth, making him look almost non-human. “In the four years I’ve been here, it’s worked once.”
Eric turned to go.
“Don’t leave. You’ve got the juice.”
“My time’s worth over eighty-five.”
“Agreed. Five hundred.”
Eric stopped, indecision warring within him. Would his carefully crafted persona refuse that offer? The credits were good, but it would mean he wouldn’t be able to work for two days as he recovered from the jump. Against that downtime and annoying his primary employer, the five hundred wasn’t enough. 
When Eric looked up, the company representative examined him with a small smirk.
“And a hundred credits for every minute under thirty.”
Eric froze.
“Standard contract.” The rep pressed his advantage with a smile. “Average drift time is twenty-six minutes. A hot shot like you should do better.”
Voidest. Eric didn’t understand the economics of the business, but time was money, and it was a giant ship. The contract was on the screen, and AI bot lawyers acting on his behalf gave it a tick. They would have checked that there were no nasties, like penalties or go slow on the engine routines that could, in theory, let them save on fuel while not paying credits. Because of the number of freelance jumps he was doing, the bots he employed were good. They would even have confirmed that the offered pay wasn’t exploitative.
That tick meant that everything was legitimate. 
With a thought, he agreed and stamped his digital signature. Purple teeth gleamed back at him. Out of the many tobacco-like substances out there, tatoc was one of the least disgusting. The sweet smell wasn’t offensive. Some people even had a genuine desire for it in their partner, leading to brands of perfume that duplicated the smell. The purple teeth likewise could be a fashion statement. He had always preferred the natural look both personally and in his partner. But some of his friends did not. Big Boadie had sickly blue teeth by design, and Cindy, the only girlfriend to stay long term with Boadie, had the tatoc purple shade, if not the addictive habit. 
Admittedly, they were poster children for weird, even if they had been fun to hang out with.
The greasy man went back to his screen, tapping away, and Eric turned to leave. Once more, flashing arrows directed his movements straight to the handles he had gotten off. Another brief trip deeper into the industrial port and then a minute-long walk into the center of the ship. It was giant. Eric, of course, had known that, but there was a difference between seeing dimensions on a screen and walking them. 
The jump room had the same standard configuration that existed on smaller ships. Two large, comfortable chairs and lots of screens. He flopped into the chair and took a sip of the Lotoda juice. Yep, it was the right flavor. His profile had specified it, but given the way he was ambushed, Eric didn’t think the organization was ethical, and while skimping on the procedures to keep the jumpers happy was terrible business, so was ambushing them, so he put nothing past the company.
There is a fifty-credit penalty if the jump conditions are below standard. Lotoda juice flavor, along with the jump seat, screens, and entertainment programs are all included in the clause.
He read the lawyer bot’s instructions and then smiled wryly. No wonder the juice was the right type. Penalty clauses promoted efficiency.
Eric reached out and touched the control rod. With a flick, his mind easily went down the soul-infused metal that radiated from this point. He nodded in appreciation. The ship had a significant amount of soul-enhanced iron running through it. Not as much as future ships, but significantly more than the standard design currently in use. That extra material meant the contract he had signed was better than he had expected. It wasn’t often that these sorts of organizations were surprised in a positive direction.
His mind calculated the numbers. Two hours if he wasn’t hiding his abilities, so this was going to take four instead of three. With a sigh, he got to work.










CHAPTER 4





SLOWLY, he extended his soul through the ship in that unique way associated with Soul Jumping. Through nonliving materials, his soul would temporarily infuse them or, more precisely, residual energy would. It wasn’t part of him, per se. Humans had done so many studies that confirmed that. There was no difference between abandoning immediately before a jump or completing it. Cultivation levels didn’t change; it was all temporary energy. However, there was still a connection and soulless material was easy. Anything containing a soul ramped up the difficulty, and for them, you created a cage around them. No matter how powerful you were, you could not overlap your soul with another’s. Containing them in a bubble brought them along through the jump. 
It was energy expenditure that, once released, could not be reabsorbed. The penalties for stepping away were the same as completing. 
Eric doled out his power deliberately, slowly, and glanced at the trait that he wanted to be hidden.
Dimensional Charging (IV)

Increases dimensional charging by 40%.

To hide it, he needed to expend energy below his physical capacity. He didn’t want anyone to find out about that active trait boosting his efficiency so much. While he set about spreading soul across the ship, the screens played his fifty channels simultaneously. He spent most of the time watching a film.
Four hours later, the vessel was infused.
“Ready to jump,” he declared.
“Approved.”
The coordinates were displayed on the screen in front of him. Dedicated human electronic chips fused with cheap second-tier alien technology carried out the calculations he needed to reach his destination.
The technology was precise, but the computer chip didn’t make the jump. That was the domain of the soul and the interaction with the human brain. Those perfect numbers that were continually updating were only a guide, and how the jump pilot used the information represented the measured skill level.
It was easy to jump to sort of or around about the right spot. The big picture stuff was easier to remember, and when he looked at the rapidly flickering numbers, the leading four significant digits of each of them hardly changed. If that was all you used, it was equivalent to saying take me to near Mars with a velocity similar to the planet, and the jump would work. You and your vessel would be instantly moved from eight light minutes away to within a light second of Mars with a velocity matched to within a thousand kilometers per second of the target. In space terms, that was sort of close, but not from a practical transport perspective. There were very few ships that had the fuel to deal with that level of inaccuracy, and even those that did would probably require weeks to correct the difference. With that level of inaccuracy, normalizing the velocity even in a ship capable of accelerating continuously at one G would take over a day, and then you had to cross the physical distance.
If you improved your accuracy to eight significant figures instead of four, then speed might only be off by a kilometer per second and tens of thousands of kilometers. That was an immense distance on a planet but was honestly not that far in space. A couple of minutes to equalize speed, and then slightly longer to cross the void to the target.
The trick was getting that accurate. Eight times ten was a lot to keep inside your head, especially as more detailed numbers were continuously changing. To get the jump right, you needed to not only picture all the relevant digits but also predict what they were going to be in the future when you willed yourself to another spot in reality. Because they were continually changing, some of them, because of unseen dimensional waves, but even normal traffic had an impact. A large cargo ship jumping away could easily affect incoming vessels and push them tens, if not hundreds of thousands, of kilometers off course.
The skill was to watch the numbers and wait until your brain started predicting the fluctuations, and only then would
reality distort. 
Everything was up to the jump pilot. If he changed the numbers, then Eric knew he would end up in a different location. With a bit of extra knowledge, and he could jump to where he wanted rather than the company involved. There was nothing to stop him from teleporting the precious cargo elsewhere, like a hidden pirate base. 
Laws, yes, but the primary deterrent was the cooperation pact between all the powers. While he could steal the ship, there was nowhere he could sell it.
That was the key control to prevent jump pilots from hijacking billions of credits worth of cargo.
In the future, that, of course, would change. When the number of human control systems exceeded a hundred, and most jump pilots were powerful enough to jump to a different star system without a boost, other mechanisms would be put in place. After all, when there were hundreds of human-claimed systems, there were even more pirate stations or independents that didn’t ask questions.
That was when companies booby-trapped their own vessels. If you left the designated solar system, then the ship goes boom sort of deal.
None of that exists now, Eric thought with a small smile.
At the moment, not a single ship had been hijacked by a rogue pilot. The companies relied on navigation chips to control pilots and believed that the scans they ran to prevent their employees from bringing their own navigation chips onto the ship were sufficient.
Eric’s mind passively took in the rapidly changing digits and began predicting the changes. There was no danger if he got it wrong. The gravity well protection of the destination station meant it was safe. The key was to supply the right amount of oomph and predict those future numbers. 
Not too close, Eric thought, deliberately reducing his personal accuracy. However, not too far away. He wanted the credits and to improve his rating a little. Numbers rolled. Eric willed the ship to move. 
Reality distorted. 
The energy he had expended for the last four hours registered. It was a struggle to open his eyelids, let alone stand or sit. Everything felt twice as heavy as usual. With a groan, he slumped back into the luxurious chair there for just this purpose.
Jump sickness was a bitch.
Five minutes later, he recovered sufficiently to function partially, but Eric stayed in the chair for a further five. There was no need to let anyone know his advantages. 
The whole cargo ship shuddered as it connected to the station. 
Almost immediately, his AI informed him that 2200 credits had been deposited in his account. 
It was a big score for his persona and would help justify his coming career change. A shift to become a treasure explorer would not be unusual. The turnover from solitary mining was high. Most operators would jump at the chance to do something else. 
After another two minutes, he pushed himself out of his chair and stumbled out of the ship, exaggerating the level of jump sickness he was feeling. There were no company representatives to greet him, and only arrows guided him out.
His apartment, when he reached it, was as spartan as ever. Hundreds of screens lit up almost on cue. Here in the relative safety of his residence, he displayed key information he wanted to have available with no concern about sniffers noticing the strange selection. Thousands of technical blueprints covering the layout of different stations, vessel types kept flashing up. It was extraordinarily detailed, zooming in to where individual screens were installed and the location of their controlling computer chips, alloy mixes of support struts, and what type of screw was used to secure ventilation shafts. Basically, it contained everything. This was his version of what the bosses back in the armada had set up. For deniability reasons, a significant proportion of the screen played recent movies one after the other.
While all the electronics cycled, Eric focused on his cultivation.
Moving a cargo ship that heavy took a lot out of him, and it was over a day until he was recovered sufficiently to jump again.
The next day, almost twenty-four hours later, he turned up to work.
“Peters,” Vandeligt bellowed at him. “You’re working your usual. AI reckons there are another thirty shifts in it before you need to worry about it breaking up.”
“I’m still riding Rose?”
“Worried someone else stole her heart while you were off sick?” Vandeligt gave a knowing wink. 
“They were desperate. Two thousand credits. You would’ve done the same.”
Vandeligt guffawed at that. “You got lucky by threading the needle. What’s the standard rate? Seven hundred? Not worth it.”
“Bastards gave me five.”
“How did you… Why didn’t you get your AI to check? Bloody Peters running around with his head in the clouds without a clue of anything. Why would you accept that? No,” Vandeligt interrupted Eric hurriedly before Eric could answer. “I know. The gamble is fun. Next time, with your record, get eight upfront. You’re not hitting the bullseye on every attempt. No one is that skilled.”
“About Rose?”
Vandeligt laughed, knowing that he had deliberately dodged the question. “Still yours. She may feel a little strange. I had the mechanic gut her and upgrade bits and pieces.”
“Thanks, and about doing the cargo jump…”
Vandeligt waved him off. “Don’t worry about it, kid. It’s almost a tradition. Only do it once a month on our time, and management will turn a blind eye.”
Eric, having checked in and ensured that there was no gossip he needed to hear, departed to find Rose. The miner looked just about as far from being a spaceship as you could get. In this layout, she was sort of like a giant spider with a tiny torso, its legs wrapped up tight around it. Eric clambered into the cockpit. It was cramped, and for the last two years, it had been his. Mainly because she was almost the worst model out there. Eric didn’t care. He enjoyed using her, and like most jumpers, he felt like a ship became more responsive the more often you jumped with it.
He infused his power through the structure, deliberately slowing himself down. 
“Ready to Jump.”
“Jump away,” Vandeligt answered straight away instead of the AI.
With a twitch of his mind, he put in the exact amount of energy needed to deliver him to the destination. Eric appeared in space a hundred thousand kilometers from the lump of rock he was going to keep gutting. That was as per regulations. It was a small asteroid, and it could be dangerous to jump too close to it. If you got the vectors wrong, there was a good chance it would crash into you, and unlike transport ships, the amount of engine juice in these was low. If you were on a collision course and unable to jump, there was nothing that could save you. 
The chip went to work calculating the micro-jump to get to the asteroid. 
While his soul recovered, threads extended out, and the electronics in Rose submitted to his hacking attempts immediately.
“Safe,” he told himself happily. “And invisible.”
Even the vaunted alien technology could not reach him this far out. With nothing recording him, there was no need to pretend to be suffering soul sickness, but he still needed to wait for the appropriate time to pass before the next jump. They might not be able to see inside Rose, but both the dimensional signature of his teleport and electromagnetic spectrum analysis would record the exact moment he attempted this micro-jump. Everywhere in the inner system, while not actively monitored, was at the very least recorded. 
The recovery period passed, and he engaged the system again. 
This next bit was the jump that was mostly responsible for the terrible reputation of mining. On Earth, it had been foul air and gravity creating rock falls. Neither was a problem in space. Instead, it was the final jump, which was the concern. The simple explanation was that it was dangerous. 
It was a micro-jump to an asteroid with no soul material in it. The gravity of his target would help slightly, but the process was risky. Eric knew of jumpers who spent their first few trips creating a soul imprint within the asteroid to make this final step safer. 
They were in a minority. 
Half the pleasure of the job was the thrill of an unassisted jump. 
He was close enough that the numbers were changing lethargically. His mind quickly established the pattern and then the energy required. He willed Rose to be in the new spot. Reality distorted, and the myriad of screens he had showed that he was a hundred meters above the fissure he was using to enter AC4513. 
Proximity alerts went off.
For that fraction of an instant, the usual fear that he had screwed up occurred. Then the alarms cut off, and green tick marks scrolled down his screen as various safety checks were completed.
He exhaled in relief. He was physically positioned correctly, and he matched velocity vectors. The low mass of the asteroid made that second bit complicated.
“Perfect.”
Smiling to himself, he approved the engines to engage. Super-heated gas was expended, and there was a slight acceleration to push him to the crevice–two seconds of burn and then two minutes of drift. 
The asteroid he was going into was an inhospitable place, with temperatures a hundred degrees Celsius below zero.
Around him, Rose uncoiled. The fissure drifted closer, and then Rose’s legs dug into the surface. The shiver of contact ran through the entire frame, and then they were attached. Like a many-legged spider, the navigation control got them moving, and the large robot slipped through the tiny fissure and into the inner cave he was mining from. Cosmic radiation and stray dust meant all asteroids were processed this way. Hollowed out from the insides so the rocky walls could protect you from the dangers of space.
The privacy was also why he had taken the job.
He was alone and shielded within thirty meters of solid rock.
Absently, Eric approved the host of automatic requests that flickered over the interface. Around him, Rose disintegrated. Autonomous sections peeled off from the main body to carry out specialized tasks. Ten seconds later, his cockpit hung alone with those massive legs broken up into components to begin individual mining tasks in order to maximize the output in the time they had. The cockpit bubble floated suspended with no drift within the center of the cavern.
Hacking routines triggered. Monitoring software was subverted. When Vandeligt or the company AI program checked, they would see him staying in the cockpit as per regulations, watching the videos that he had downloaded. To them, his value was instantaneous travel. Anything extra was an insurance risk.
The oxygen helmet clicked on.
The cockpit depressurized, and then he was free. 
Flames danced, lighting up the inside of the massive cavern they had hollowed out. While he was floating, everything was silent, but he could see the mass of robots that made up Rose were already hard at work. The mining algorithms of the company currently had control. While not top-of-the-line, they were competent and would have mapped out the most efficient extraction pathways for Rose acting alone, but that wasn’t how Eric mined.
His own AI took control of all the disparate machines. It used the companies’ software but added the two extra tools into the mix, his soul Blade and flame boon. There were subtle shifts in the surrounding machines. Maybe a quarter was redirected to target new spots, and within his HUD, the rock wall in front of him showed cutting lines. 
He was shoved hard in the back and then the shoulder as the motion aids slapped into him and re-directed his trajectory. Building directable jets into individual components from a resource perspective was incredibly wasteful. Most of Rose’s segments didn’t have any means of autonomous movement outside of their mining tools. Sure, a claw used for separating rocks could propel the machine across the cavern, but if a component was hovering in space and away from a solid wall, then they would be helpless. The motion aids fixed that issue. They could quickly and efficiently strike the stranded piece of machinery from the correct angle to push the machine to where it was needed.
Or, in this case, the human. 
Eric landed on the wall, and the instant his shoes got purchase, the motion aids sprang off him to be reused by whatever next required repositioning.
The soul Blade expanded in his hands, and he made the directed cuts. The moment they were done, machines swarmed in and exploited the significantly weakened wall. Chunks of rock moved easily. A red glow for his flame boon appeared. Fire without gravity and air currents lacked their usual chaotic nature. The area he targeted glowed, and in his infrared spectrum, the heat increased. A machine hit the spot, taking advantage of the chain reaction of vaporized water that was already occurring.
A green line manifested at his feet. Two motion aids hit him before he thought about what was happening and imparted rotational momentum, and once he had spun upside down from his initial position, they disengaged, canceling his spin, and he was perfectly aligned with the fault the mining algorithm wanted to be expanded.
The Blade formed, and he cut.
Another light shove, and when he was spun around at the top of the cave, two glowing red spots appeared. Eric unleashed his fire on them one after the other. Focusing the energy where he was being asked, machines naturally swarmed the spot, clinically taking advantage of the opportunities that he was creating.
Eric fell into his routine.
This was probably less effective than dedicated training, but emotionally, it felt good to be productive. Motion aids continually landed on him and then sprang off, maneuvering him like a puppet to where he was needed.
More cuts.
For a fraction of a moment, he could create a ten-centimeter-long Blade, though that sort of effort stressed him. The algorithms knew that and would often ask for shallow cuts. Eric used those requests to improve his control. He would align the cut, flick his hand down, and when his fist was millimeters from the rock, the soul Blade would manifest and complete the cut. Sometimes two centimeters, other times five. It was usually one Blade, but occasionally, there was a request for up to four.
A dark green line appeared, and mentally, Eric prepared himself. This required a deep cut, and with his low Soul cultivation, it took a lot out of him. It was effectively a demand for two six-centimeter-long soul Blades starting five millimeters apart to then connect at their tips. It would cut a thin triangular slice out of the wall. He slashed, and the machines moved in to remove the slice of rock and then exploit the extra access the artificial gap would present. 
Seventy percent. The number flashed up on his HUD.
Eric grimaced. It was an improvement, but glacial. Two months ago, he had been anywhere from fifty to seventy, and now, while he was more consistent, there had been no true advancement in his accuracy.
Eight hours later, the algorithms dinged.
He had hit the limits of Rose’s capacity. He kicked off the wall, and then a motion aid lightly clipped his shoulder. Eric didn’t panic. His course changed slightly, and he spun in the air before landing perfectly in the cockpit seat. Around him, Rose continued to reassemble. Those spider legs now extended impossibly long to make a cage surrounding the useful material he was mining. 
Weight-wise, it was a max load. Unfortunately, the quality they had extracted wasn’t great. Despite his help, which improved efficiency by forty percent, this load was lower-grade ore.
“Not your fault,” he reminded himself.
The asteroid was almost tapped out. The company wouldn’t care. It would frugally reduce his bonus pay.
While Rose had the soul metal frame that allowed him to easily infuse his will into it, the material they had mined did not. His soul slid down Rose’s legs, and then once a loose cage was established, he switched to claiming everything within the frame. From a volume perspective, it was small, but mass was always the limiter, not distance. His soul slowly spread through the payload, and once it was in progress, he switched his attention to the coming jump.
“Straight to Asteroid19,” he ordered verbally, just like he always did.
The station was filled with a frame of soul material, which meant, from a targeting perspective, it was easy. It was almost impossible to jump in a way that would create a collision.
The numbers the crystal generated reflected the ease of the jump. While they still moved quickly with a scattering of chaos, the destination was stable, and Rose was small. It took him less than ten seconds to sync with the flashing numbers, and then he willed himself elsewhere.
Reality distorted.
Exhaustion crashed into him. No proximity alarm triggered, and then just like with the micro-jump earlier, the green ticks swept down the screen.
He was drifting a hundred kilometers from the station. Propulsion jets immediately kicked in to push him toward the massive structure. 
“Eric Peters, procedure requires you to communicate arrival before the jump,” the AI said.
“I didn’t have an angle for communications. I had to jump blindly from within the asteroid.”
“You have two prior infractions recorded. A hundred credits docked.”
“No, I said couldn’t send a message. If you dock my pay, I’m quitting and hiring a lawyer.”
“Escalating… Pay will not be docked. But please note, this is your last warning.”
Stupid AI, Eric thought. That was about the fiftieth time that penalty had been waived.
His ship accelerated half a minute of burn. Then ten minutes of drift, and he would be back on station.
He was getting sick of the routine, but in six weeks, he would quit and have some real fun.










CHAPTER 5





EVERY DAY, Eric got up, took Rose for a ride, and then returned to have the same inane conversation with the AI, who berated him for not radioing ahead first. 
The rest day couldn’t come soon enough.
Eric suppressed a smile, his chest fluttering.
He had a girlfriend. This was going to be their fourth date, and…
Half the time, he cursed himself and railed against the choice. The word breaker echoed in his head. The rest of the time, he did this.
A polished and stylish Eric looked back at him from the mirror. The crisp suit he was wearing was the latest fashion, and because he was going to Mars Close Orbital 2142, he had a DNA-triggered gun at his waist. The gun was one only he could use and, given the lawless nature of the orbital, it was an important addition.
He felt like dancing. They were getting two days together.
Every rest day, they had coincidentally aligned their schedules to be on the same station as each other. They always made sure it was a bigger one where it was easier to disappear.
With a little skip, he left his apartment, grabbed the nearest handles, and then arrows guided him to the ship he was taking. Thankfully, there was no interaction with the company representatives. He was being sent straight to the vessel. He got off the public handles and then onto private corridor handles and went speeding down via multiple docks until the handles stopped abruptly. A closed airlock greeted him, arrows guiding him to a zip-over vacuum suit.
All as per the contract.
Eric quickly donned it, and its seals closed around him, and the fabric shifted and adapted as it molded itself to his body like a second skin. Then he integrated a hacking thread with it and confirmed the safeties were green. LifeLink Jumps Ltd. was not cutting corners. There were two re-breathers along with five minutes of emergency air. The skin was also double layered, and while not military grade, it was rated S-level industrial. The type of suit that you invested in for your super-skilled expert workers like specialized engineers and put on the CEOs when they had to slum it in a vacuum in order to be seen to be like the common worker.
Eric walked forward, and behind him, the airlock slid shut, and he could feel the air being pumped out. Something about that thought rang false. This was a high-level suit, and in the future, the suits were advanced enough to adjust seamlessly. Did humans have that technology yet? Curiously, he checked the suit specifications once more.
Nope!
Everything he was feeling was psychological. Double-blind tests had proven that the suit wearers could not identify the switch to vacuum by feel as it adjusted for everything.
The big airlock doors clicked open, and Eric walked forward. Behind him, the inner set of doors were shutting, but he didn’t slow his stride, and by the time he had crossed the five meters, the final airlock door slid open, and he strolled out of the space station and onto the ship he was going to be jumping. This was the new-style cargo vessel. A central hub and then radial spikes constructed from soul-enhanced metal that spread out and created a sphere. Only that inner space was pressurized; the rest of it was like this.
He was walking along one of those soul struts, with shipping containers packed on both his left and right, above and below. It was a strange feeling. Every now and again, he could see out to the depths of space through gaps in the stored crates. It was an efficient design and very easy to unload with current technology. Two hundred meters later, he arrived at the central ship area. Another double set of airlocks greeted him, and once through them, he exited into a basic jump room.
He chuckled to himself.
This was it. The millions of credits worth of cargo were controlled by this. Lots of screens, simple toilet facilities, and a single luxurious chair in the middle of it all. It was the only pressurized part of the entire vessel.
A couple of thin walls, and then vacuum, so, out of prudence, Eric left the vacuum suit on and sat down in the seat. It puffed around him, shifting to perfectly support every bit of him. His standard entertainment setup appeared on the screens above him, and he began the soul-infusing process. The sooner he started, the quicker he would arrive. Another thrill went through him at that thought.
With a wry private smile, he watched the screens and kept spreading his soul. He was impressed by the engineered quality of the vessel. It had been designed purely for jump purposes, and apart from the size, it was the easiest setup he had worked with since returning to the past.
Eventually, the process finished, and he engaged the crystal. He spent almost two minutes getting his focus right before he willed himself elsewhere.
Reality distorted.
Eric sagged in the seat.
That was a bitch.
It was something, as far as he knew, no one ever got used to. Sudden soul weariness crippled everyone. With his eyes shut while the initial turmoil settled, Eric let his memory run wild.
Two weeks ago, they had danced. She had been like a leaf in his arms, perfectly light and in control while he had stumbled around his experience, unable to overcome the inherent clumsiness of being un-augmented.
She had smiled so much.
There was a beep, and he looked up. Everything had switched to green, and a moderate bonus had been paid into his account.
Thirty-two minutes to docking.
With the station being so close to Mars, which screwed with accuracy, and the ship being as large as it was, getting this close meant it had been a good jump.
He sipped his drink, the sweet flavor helping to relieve some symptoms. He wondered what Fiona had planned for their time together.
This one was her choice.
He laughed inside, remembering the last date.
Fiona glared at him. “That’s it. I’m not letting you plan any more dates.”
“Why?” Eric answered back, trying to look innocent.
She waved her hand. There were smears of blood on it. “It’s not romantic to kill together.”
“To be fair, I didn’t know that they had included two extra heavies on this team.”
She rolled her eyes. “It would still have been killing, just not so personally bloody. I want to make it clear to you, Mr. Peters, executing criminals together is not romantic.”
“Really?”
She snorted at that. “You can’t sweet-talk your way out of this. I’m taking over date planning.”
“Fine. You can plan next week, and I’ll coordinate the one after.”
She looked at him suspiciously. “Why?”
“Well, I owe you several romantic dates, and I can’t do it if you’re organizing everything.”
Fiona didn’t look fooled. “No, I’m organizing them both.”
“But romance.” He pretended to mime a broken heart while physically he kept injecting the neutralizing agent into the barrel. The sooner that finished, they could blow up the evidence.
“No,” she said firmly, rejecting the request.
“If I ask really nicely? Maybe give you a foot massage?”
“Will you promise no murdering anyone?”
“Um…”
“I knew it.” She pounced on the hesitation.
“I was going to ask if drug runners count as anyone.”
“Yes, they do.” She stamped her feet dramatically, though her eyes were amused.
“Okay,” Eric said.
“What did you say?”
“I promise that there will be no drug missions.”
“Good. But I’m still planning for next week. I want to show you some of my history.”
Eric smiled. She was going to show him what she had done after they had faked her death to allow Francis to continue his deception.
Absently, he watched the screens. The mission parameter clicked over to indicate that they had arrived.
It must have been a light landing because he felt nothing, or more likely, the central habitable area had good shock absorbers.
Not that arriving helped him. Eric was still too weak to stand, and if he was hiding his trait, he had to stay for another hour. Lying back in the seat, he was filled with nervous energy. He wanted to go straight away but knew he couldn’t. Fiona was already on station, having made the jump with a larger cargo vessel three hours ago.
Eric watched the news reports and focused on his cultivation. Because he was in public, it was general cultivation rather than practicing Armor or Blade because those two would be two visible. Centimeter by centimeter, he went up and down his skin. Focusing to a point. Snap. Then moving on.
There was a flash of internal light in his artificial eye as his timer triggered.
Move!
He only barely stopped himself from leaping out of the chair. Instead, he picked himself up more cautiously, pretending to be suffering still. With a thought, his helmet clicked on, and he walked the short distance to the airlock door.
This time, with his mind on other things, he had to admit that he could not identify which of the two airlocks had been switched to vacuum as he passed through. Usually, it was the second, but with the suit on, he couldn’t tell.
It was wonderfully engineered.
Once more, he crossed the ship. He was walking along a different strut this time, which made sense as there was no up and down in a spherical ball until it connected to a station and centrifugal forces mimicked gravity. The jump room would have been oriented appropriately to enable that transition.
Once he entered the orbital proper as per the contract, he removed the suit and left it at the airlock. Then, after a brisk walk, he used handles to speed up his journey while following the directions Fiona had given him.
The first time around, she would have arrived on a similar ship to the one he had piloted, but as a ghost. As he moved, he searched for the nearby electronics and then sighed in relief. There was nothing within his range that couldn’t be hacked. Fiona would have been able to cope easily enough. He would definitely ask her about it. In any case, it was history. She had survived, got a new identity, and six months later, emigrated outwards like all the talented young of the orbital did.
Eric referenced the instructions.
Ten levels up.
He did as ordered and ascended, walking toward the center of the station. If apparent gravity altered, it was too low for him to register, and the floors were not floors in the sense of most stations. Each was instead a habitat, with the smallest of them being high enough to comfortably fit seven full-sized apartments on top of each other. Ten floors up had, in fact, been over two hundred meters of stairs and ramps, and gravity hadn’t changed, which gave an accurate impression of the size of the orbital.
“And this thing is populated all the way through,” he muttered to himself.
The orbital was the largest station in the solar system and probably the heaviest ever built, at least by humans. The other historical aspect was also painfully clear. There were no video cameras, and some floors had zero supporting electronic systems.
The paranoia that produced that outcome was fascinating. Hundreds of millions of people willingly gave up modern convenience to avoid the possibility of government monitoring.
Eric shook his head, unable to understand it. In his first life, he hadn’t cared. It was a pretty simple equation. He was a nobody who wasn’t interested in a life of crime, so the government would get nothing out of monitoring him, and now that it mattered, acquiring the tools to force privacy wasn’t that complicated. Even without his special AI, a single trip to this very station would have allowed him to purchase software capable of blinding central surveillance.
Instead of those logical approaches, a hundred million people had gotten up and moved into this station and gave up prefabricated meals and access to entertainment. For paranoia, and because the entire place was low-tech, if anyone wanted to monitor covertly, it would be easy. There were lots of electronic bugs no bigger than a grain of dirt that a government could use if it could be bothered, and this place had no defense against it.
Despite that, a hundred million people had seeded the facility, and since then, biology had tripled that population, even with the continued emigration outwards. It was the sort of stuff out of a story. Absolutely incredible, and no one would have believed it if it hadn’t actually happened.
Descending to the tenth floor, he saw a futuristic pergola with a big I for information on top of it. It matched the picture Fiona had given him perfectly.
Inside, there were dozens of screens and terminals, and because cloak and dagger were in the orbital’s DNA, the setup had an extra addition that allowed code chunks to be deposited for anonymous collection. Chunks of code that would be spread over hundreds of similar setups, and Eric was sure that kids would waste hours of time trying to crack the various top-secret communications, and half of them would be love letters. Now that he was physically present, it was easy enough to pick up Fiona’s instructions anonymously. There were no cameras, and they were all encrypted, and he picked up about twenty of the packages. The eighth was Fiona’s, but if you were going to be information security conscious, you might as well do it properly.
The package directed him to a nearby apartment. It had a mechanical combination lock that took three attempts to get working, and inside was a bulky trench coat and a bird hat that instantly hid his features and, finally, special shoes that would change his gait.
Eric donned the clothes and left for the final part of the journey.
Nervous energy was building.
These precautions were not over the top. Both knew that Eric Peters could not be seen with a black girl who looked like Fiona Wey. A random man in a bird costume meeting said black woman was perfectly okay.
Twenty minutes later, including a train ride, he entered an apartment whose door opened when he approached.
There was a squeal, and suddenly, Fiona was flying through the air and landed in his arms. She pushed his birdman cowl away and kissed him passionately.
“Miss me?” he asked once she disentangled slightly.
“Uh huh.” She nodded.
“I missed you too.” He threw the coat off.
“Oh, my God.” She laughed at his clothes, a hand tugging on them. “Extremely stylish.”
“Oh, no.”
“What?”
“I just had a terrible thought.”
Fiona’s eyes narrowed, and Eric suspected his acting had slipped and he needed to change tactics.
“You didn’t bring me here to eliminate some people who bullied you the first time ‘round, did you? Because I was sort of looking forward to…” Eric put on an exaggerated sad face.
“No murdering this weekend,” Fiona confirmed. “Instead, we’re going to cook every meal, and then I’m going to take you to see some of my hangouts. This,” she waved her hand around, “was my apartment for six months.”
Eric looked over the furnishings and the size. “It’s huge. And fancy. Self-cleaning bots, and is that a full-service food fabricator?”
“Yes, but we’re not using it.”
“I wasn’t going to suggest it.”
Eric noticed an artistic mosaic of a peacock on the far side of the room. He moved toward it, as he had always loved art and wanted to see it from different angles. “I love the colors.”
Fiona followed, leaned into him, and was positively beaming.
Eric registered that expression. “Did you make this?”
She nodded.
He looked deeply into her eyes. They were her natural color once more. “Beautiful.”
For the next two hours, they set up bread to rise overnight and created spaghetti carbonara with the pasta actually made by hand. Then they drank wine out of the fabricator and chatted.
“Let’s go for a walk,” Fiona said suddenly. “Put on your disguise.”
When they got outside, a night cycle had started because, while not dark, it was gloomy. The roof high above them was covered in patches of reds and oranges that moved and changed ever so slightly.
“Nighttime is all sunsets,” Fiona told him as she paused to look up at the sky. “Gorgeous.”
She took his hand and took off at a run, and soon, they were splashing through a stream. “Where is everyone?”
“The whole place had just finished refurbishing when I got here two years ago. There was no one here. Now, there are slightly more, but only loners. It takes a while for people to trickle in.”
“Trickle in?”
“It’s the economy of this place. The controlling algorithms will turn off functionality for an entire habitat. It’s not AI because the founders wouldn’t let one be installed. One day, half the lights stop working. Then a month later, most of the water taps, then the food dispensaries. People leave quickly once that happens, and then the habitat gets shut down and fully remodeled. When it opens, it often has high tech. Sometimes you get an immediate flood in from a nearby area because everyone likes an upgrade, but this habitat is surrounded by dead zones or recently repopulated ones, so no one has moved in. It’s all a big cycle.”
“Fascinating.”
“And I’m here because?”
“Because you need a holiday to relax, and I wanted to share my past with you, luv.”
The word use was deliberate. Her face looked vulnerable, and he couldn’t let it hang there. “I think I’m falling in love with you too.”
Emotions flooded her face: shock, confusion, wonderment, then settled on happiness. She leaned forward and kissed him. “I didn’t say it.”
“Sure, you didn’t.”
“Your arrogance is insufferable.” She looked away haughtily, but her hand held on tightly. “Can I show you something?”
“Of course.”
She dragged him along and up, and they ended up on a grass-covered balcony that looked down onto crystal blue water. The roof was filled with sparkling lights that mimicked stars.
It was also darker than everywhere else.
She sat beside him, staring out at the view. “I came here every night after I found it because of that.” She pointed.
A patch of the domed sky was lit up with pinks and purple, and then it changed into a dance of energies. It was capturing the nebula effect of hot dust clouds, crashing planets, and orbiting black holes that combined to create a majestic light show.
“That’s what I imagined you saw when you met it,” she whispered. “So, I came every day to watch.”
She squeezed her hand.
“You’re crying.”
She chuckled. “A silly girl pining uselessly over a lost love. It was stupid. I knew it was silly. Now, I guess it was okay because we’ve reconnected. You have to admit we click.”
“Yes, we definitely do.” He wiped away the tear. “If you ignore the sense of terror, it was sort of like that.”
She elbowed him. “Thanks for trying to make me feel better, but, Eric, I can read you like a book. I know you’re lying, and that was clearly nothing like what you experienced.” They sat in silence. “Thank you for pretending. It was unnecessary but touching.” Her voice went quieter. “This! The vastness of the stars reminded me of you, so I came here. It doesn’t matter if it was or wasn’t realistic.”
He squeezed her hand. “Thank you for sharing.”
She leaned back into him, then twisted her head to make eye contact. “Eric, luv. I think you’ve wooed me long enough. I’m willing to go further.”
“Oh.”
“The question is here or at the apartment?”
Eric ran a hand over the grass. It was manicured, and there was nothing scratchy. “I don’t think I can wait that long.”
“Good point. I can’t either.”










CHAPTER 6





DEPARTURE for them was the same process.
Eric smiled. He couldn’t help himself.
They were both leaving incognito, and when Fiona had departed an hour ago, she had been wearing a disguise like he was going to, but hers was even more extreme, including leg stilts to increase her height and make her look like someone coming from the lower levels of the station where gravity was reduced.
Eric used the same gear as earlier. Shoes to change his gait, a cloak to hide it all, and the bird mask to match nearby fashions. The route back was longer and passed through an apartment in a dead zone, which still had an active recycler. His disguise was shredded, and he emerged with his ‘Eric Peters’ personality.
When he entered the commercial area of the massive station, there was a skip in his step.
Was what he doing right?
He didn’t care.
Biology had endorphins running riot through his body, but it was more than that. When he ducked into Meditative Perfect Recall, his feelings hardly changed. In this instance, there was no blaming his younger self. It had progressed to where it was all on him. Fiona had gotten into him, past his guard, and it all felt right. The relationship didn’t clash with his needs. Neither of them would put each other over duty.
Eric tasted the lie in his thoughts. Fiona would put humanity first. She was still idealistic. As for himself, he wasn’t sure. Isabella’s words just before he was chosen played over in his head. ‘In your new life, please, for me, find someone to love you as much as you deserve.’
That was all fine, but it seemed too early. A quirk of fate, and the universe was going to sock him one at any moment.
She was too young.
He was too old.
His job was too important to be wasted on a relationship, but he knew himself better than that. He had been at his best when he wasn’t alone. Isabella and Harauto had served that purpose in the end, but before that, his cultivation progressed faster when he was striving to be better for someone.
Eric walked jauntily into the passenger ship he was being paid to jump back to Asteroid19. As always, the optics of an outsider observer played in his mind. For this trip, he had earned lots of credits to come here, credits to leave, and a period presumably exploring the wild west of space stations. There was nothing at all suspicious about this visit.
The moment his feet touched the worn carpet, the attendant, a tall thin man who had clearly grown up in a low-gravity environment, moved to intercept him.
“Malthe,” he introduced himself enthusiastically.
“Eric,” he confirmed, accepting the fist bump. The solid feel of a newly Awakened soul greeted him back. “You’re recently awoken.”
“Yep. I love this job because I get to travel, but in a couple of years, I’m going to become a jump pilot and then explore the universe.” Malthe’s eyes flicked behind him, and Eric’s almost instinctive use of Soul Scouting showed Eric that Malthe was checking the time.
“You’re early. Do you want a hot chocolate?”
“Sure.”
Malthe guided him to one of the passenger seats. “Sit,” the man ordered before bustling away to make the drinks. In short order, he returned with two hot chocolates clutched in his hands. “What’s it like being a pilot?”
“I just do this as a side gig,” Eric admitted. “Mostly, I do mining, and that’s boring.”
“With your scores, surely you can specialize in larger vessels.”
Eric decided not to ask how an attendant knew his ratings. “Bigger ships sort of suck. You get left crippled for days.”
“Yeah, I’ve heard about that.”
“Lucrative, though, but it’s both as bad as you’ve heard and not.”
Malthe looked at him in confusion, trying to parse the conflicting statements. “You might need to elaborate slightly.”
“Well, you feel like you’ve just completed a marathon followed by a sparring session where you’ve been beaten black and blue. That’s a horrible feeling, and it still hit as hard on my latest jump as my first. But when it passes, it’s gone, and you’re back to new. You do the jump, get poleaxed for a while, but then, after a point, you’re back to perfect health. The best perk is, if it’s a long jump, you’re out of action for a whole day and can cut loose and enjoy yourself.”
“That sounds great. Hey, you’re not half as bad as most of you grumpy bastards.”
Eric thought about Fiona, and his younger self blushed.
“Hey,” Malthe said with a laugh. “I saw that. I assume you had a delightful visit.”
“I’ve had worst stays on a station.”
Malthe laughed, and they chatted until duty called.
Then Eric was back into his routine. Sleep, jump to the asteroid, mine, and then return.
The days blended together.
Eric’s jump had been completed about ten minutes ago, and he was sitting there cultivating. Vibrations ran through his seat to signify that Rose had docked. Instantly, the seat that had been holding him firmly released, and the shell folded out. Acrobatically, he pushed out and onto the floor of the station.
Vandeligt was waiting for him. “Why are you looking so chirpy?”
“My business,” Eric snapped back. “The real question is, why are you here?”
Vandeligt looked annoyed. “Head office is complaining. You need to radio your jump through. Take the antenna cable out with you.”
“No. Not getting caught out again.”
“You left it. You knew you weren’t going back to that asteroid.”
“I forgot.”
“You know now. You’ve got an AI, you can slot a reminder in. There’s no risk.”
Eric looked exasperated at the other man. This wasn’t Vandeligt’s fault, but just because he was a good guy wasn’t enough for Eric to let the company off the hook. “I warned you if you charged me for that cable what the consequences would be. My lawyer even sent across the terms.”
“We’re not giving you a blank check to abandon expensive equipment.”
“And I’m not going to risk getting fined again.” 
He stalked off, hiding his grin. Another couple of weeks, and I’m out, he thought with glee.
“Eric, you’re being unreasonable, childish.” 
He stuck his finger up without turning in response. 
There was an appreciative chuckle behind him. “You’re just exposing yourself. If we need to downsize, you’ll be the first on the block.” 
This time, a smile escaped his lips. What was Vandeligt thinking? That was an empty threat if he had ever heard it. There were always mining jobs available, and it wasn’t like conditions at this company were any better than others.
“All the companies aren’t the same, and you won’t get to keep Rose. Protect yourself and take a cable.”
If Eric had been a normal miner, the thought of losing Rose might have stung, but as the reborn, he really didn’t care.
He grabbed his bag from the common room and jumped on the first handles that he found, and directed it toward the industrial hub instead of his apartment. 
Vandeligt knew about his plan to do a side job tonight, and Eric realized that was why he had come down. Eric shrugged. He wasn’t surprised his employer was spying on him. Most of them did so, at least to the point of monitoring publicly available information. If they went deeper, there would be hell to pay, and probably by the time the dust settled, there would be no company left. 
Even if some governments didn’t take privacy seriously, people did.
He walked into the company office. There was no human to meet him, but Eric wasn’t expecting there to be. This had all been pre-booked and was legitimate. He would earn some pocket money while getting a weekend off in New London on the surface of Mars.
The public job was a good one. Jump to a Mars station, then take a standard orbital drop, spend time on an actual planet with dirt, jump a ship out, and then get paid lots. Things, of course, were going to go wrong. Two orbitals drops would suffer mechanical failure, causing them to be canceled, and a three-hour layoff would become seven. 
It would be just enough time to continue to progress Zhong’s crusade. One that had morphed into his own. 
Quest #6 - Eliminate Ecstatic Void Distributors.

Rating: Easy

There are three major distributors of Ecstatic Void in HC#001 (Flower Kettle, Soul Blades, and Rafs). Destroy the capacity of these distributors to supply Ecstatic Void.

Rewards:

 
	1 soul boon point for the personal elimination of five gang members with a physical augmentation rating of 3+. - Progress to date - 3 soul boon Points Awarded (16 kills).
	1 soul boon point for the personal elimination of a single gang member with a Soul Discipline rating of 10+ - Progress to date - 4 soul boon Points awarded (4 kills).
	2 soul boon points for each significant shipment personally destroyed. - Progress to date - 6 soul boon Points awarded (3 shipments).
	40 soul boon points assigned for each gang whose capacity to distribute Ecstatic Void is eliminated.

The quest was rated as easy, and the various intelligence agencies throughout the solar system would have laughed hysterically at that designation. However, Guidance knew differently. Eric had a few ridiculous advantages from his Meditative Perfect Recall, including historical names of key players, records of where the drug was produced and, even in a number of cases, the supply routes they used. It was more than enough hints to unravel the previously impossible knot. Especially when Eric added in his hacking capability courtesy of knowing security flaws and master passwords.
Eric would complete the latest raid on the Rafs and his only regret was that he wouldn’t get to see Fiona this weekend. There were always future catchups, and duty came first. Eric settled into the jump ship and immediately started the soul infusion process. This wasn’t a huge cargo ship, but it was still rated as requiring an hour to charge. While he went through the brain-dead procedure, he continued to review the coming mission.
He drew on his experience as a spy and infiltration expert to find anything that they had overlooked.
The Rafs had four key supply routes. The first three were already destroyed, and now he was hitting the fourth. Eric was a pragmatist. There was no way that Rafs wouldn’t develop new distribution paths, but their actions to date would create a blip in their steady supply, and the organization was fragile. For a unified gang, that slight loss of profit would mean nothing. That wasn’t what would happen here.
Eric guessed that was the true advantage of being reborn. He knew the names of key figures and information about the internal politics that no one outside the gang would know. In fact, probably no one perceived the full picture even the higher-ups directly involved only saw their part of the equation.
In the best of times, a drug network was fragile. It worked through a combination of fear, loyalty, and profit, but not much of the middle one. This raid would pinch profit, but it wasn’t the only scheme in play. Eric had anonymously supplied intelligence agencies with the names of key members, other gangs, and those who would act in a less judicial fashion. Rivals were poaching the good operators as often as outright eliminating them. It all resulted in a powder keg that would hopefully create a tipping point.
If it failed, then he would switch to Plan B, which involved going nuclear on the upper echelons of the organization and effectively cutting off its head.
That level of intervention wasn’t required. He planned on taking them out without using reborn knowledge. Did it count as future knowledge if you accidentally assassinated a low-level lieutenant who happened to be the son of a senior figure and create an internal turf war? Would the reborn fingertips be visible if a particular drug pusher was followed instead of the other six options available and that resulted in the tipped-off spy network uncovering an otherwise hidden distribution channel?
Nope, nope.
Eric smiled. His soul energy was throughout the ship. He aligned his consciousness with the navigation crystal. The equations pooled out with the numbers rapidly changing.
In his brain, the numbers agreed. He willed to be elsewhere, and then reality distorted.
Exhaustion crashed against him. It took him almost twenty seconds to open his eyes. Everything was green. He sighed in relief, and then for the cameras, he grimaced in disappointment. This time, he hadn’t threaded the eye of the needle. In fact, all he was getting were the seven hundred base credits.
After he recovered, he left the station, and he was back on Mars Close Orbital 2142, but without Fiona for this fight. Both understood the need not to meet every week, and this visit was for business.
The screen in front of him clicked on.
High Priority Call - Reclaim Hurling.

It was the company that had hired him for this job. Eric moved closer to the screen and accepted the call. An earnest young woman appeared on the call.
“What?” Eric asked gruffly, even though he knew what he had to do.
“Eric, I have bad news for you.”
“The contract is canceled?”
“No, no, that’s still going ahead, but there have been complications.” Eric waited for her to say something. “It’s your planet skip. There’ve been delays.”
“What?”
“Some mechanical failures, so we’ve put you on an alternative skip seven hours from now.”
“That’s bullshit. I was here last month. What am I going to do?”
“Sorry, Eric. The planet skip failures are beyond our control.”
“Voidest.” Eric’s face paled at the casual use of the swear word. “Sorry,” he said to the poor girl who had to inform him.
“It’s okay. I understand the frustration.”
“Oh well, I guess I’ll go find something to do for a few hours.”
The call ending, Eric immediately started climbing levels, which on a centrifugal gravity station meant going toward the center. Five levels and the station’s famous disdain for technology that he noted last week kicked in.
He was no longer under observation.
This close to the surface, there was a public transport network. No handles because that would breach privacy. Instead, there was a bizarre web of trains that could move you from one spot to another, and if you purchased the complicated route calculator algorithms, it was said you could get anywhere the network serviced with under five changes and three hours of travel. Eric wasn’t sure he believed it, but he entered the train he needed, and it took off. No cost, no cameras, the perfect place for conspiracy theorists or a manufacturer of class one prohibited drugs to set up.
He jumped off the train, up some stairs, and then onto another one that was going past. Airlock doors clicked into place, and it accelerated to speeds that handles or pods could never reach. Eight hair-raising minutes later, he got off and then hurried through a large atrium with apartments on the walls and then into a typical connecting tunnel. His hacking thread opened a maintenance door and he exited into the nonpublic space. He sighed in relief.
He had made it.










CHAPTER 7





AMAKO WAS ALREADY WAITING. The heavyset islander nodded to a nearby case, and Eric deviated immediately. He pressed his thumb on the button. There was a prick of pain as it checked his DNA and then the case opened. Nicely packed in was his trusty AX7. He could have kissed it.
Eric studied Amako. The other man was dressed in standard combat armor, with his weapon slung over his shoulder. “Zhong?”
“A minute out.”
Eric relaxed and checked the latest information they had on the package. Mars Close Orbital 2142 deliberate lack of centralized control made the operation a little more difficult. Unlike in a normal station, they had been forced to install their own surveillance instead of relying on the pre-existing setup.
Everything he relied on was long-range. When anything got close to them, the programs shut down and only started up after ten minutes had elapsed. They were not perfect, but when they were turned off, they were almost invisible to countersurveillance. The video he was looking at was set up high in one of the habitats. This communal space was on the smaller side, being only six levels, but still had sightlines that stretched to over a kilometer. Currently, it was focused on a small party eight hundred meters away.
“They’re all there. No surprises.”
Zhong came into his Soul Scouting range, with Eric able to feel the soul as opposed to using the active scouting method. Both Amako and Zhong’s soul level dwarfed his own. Zhong was fifteen, and Amako was an impressive eighteen. Currently ahead of Fiona, but she would catch them soon. He pushed her out of his mind. Now wasn’t the place for those thoughts.
Eric was thankful the two of them were here to help. They let him project his strength while staying personally in the background. 
Eric focused on attuning to his own gun. Amako’s was already glowing to indicate it was ready to fire. Zhong walked through the maintenance door and, without hesitation, opened his own case and snagged his weapon. Both Zhong’s and his own came online at the same time.
Zhong lifted his weapon up and looked unnecessarily through its sights. “Any changes?”
“No,” Eric confirmed. 
“Outside corridor?”
“Clear.”
Zhong nodded at the answer. “Let’s go.”
They jogged two hundred meters and piled into the cage they had created to hide them.
“ETA?” Zhong asked.
“I’ll let you know.” 
If they came fast, they would come into position in as short as two minutes. There were only four video feeds on the route they were taking, and they would turn off as they got closer. For the last five hundred meters, there would be no electronics to help them. Getting the timing right would depend on his Soul Scouting skill. 
Zhong was still staring at him.
“At least two minutes.”
Zhong’s shoulders sagged slightly. Amako did not. He was not standing ramrod straight but ready like the professional fighter he was. The sort of guy who never relaxed and didn’t let anyone approach from his back. 
The Rafs knew they were coming. They hadn’t worked how, but after their other three distribution routes had been disrupted, they were not taking any chances with this last one. The counter-surveillance net around the package was impressive, and they even hired an expert with a soul locator to prevent an ambush. Well, that was at least what their intelligence suggested, so they hid behind a thin mesh, a faraday cage that was also soul-enhanced to dull the expert’s senses. There was only one gap, and that was where Eric’s foot stood and allowed him to project his Soul Scouting through.
A necessary risk. Eric gambled that the expert would not be skilled enough to exploit.
“How long?” 
Eric looked up at Zhong. “Still two minutes.”
“You said that five minutes ago.”
“No, I said at least two minutes back then.” They were moving incredibly slowly. Every twenty meters, they stopped to consult their detection suites. ”They’re being cautious.”
Eric was confident that wasn’t going to help them.
“One minute.”
Zhong stopped looking so relaxed, and Amako didn’t react at all. Zhong was good, but he was the least battle-hardened out of the three of them. 
“Last camera down,” Eric reported quietly.
Tracking the enemy now relied purely on his trait. They were visible to him. Stop, then start and stop again. They were oblivious to the coming ambush, and the unbroken routine demonstrated that. There were eight of them escorting the package. All of them awakened, and at a higher level than Eric. Some were tense, like Zhong, and others were bored. Eric was glad that none of them broadcast the dangerous competency that Amako was demonstrating.
This was the third time he had been on a mission with him, and Eric had been impressed those first two times. There was something to be said for recruiting Amako, especially if doing so would activate Guidance, but he didn’t know how many of those binding Guidance possessed. Were they of unlimited number? Or did they run out? And if they ran out, did they recharge over time? They were all questions that Eric could not answer, so the only sensible approach was to assume the first, and that meant they were precious and could only be extended to heroes.
Binding Amako was unnecessary. He was already loyal to Zhong and knew nothing about who Eric was. Plus, at forty-five and having his soul awakened over thirty years ago, he wasn’t the type of genius that Eric was looking to recruit. He was a good man to bring in on a specific job but, based on his trajectory so far of eighteen levels in three decades, meant he would never be a hero of humanity.
The targets kept moving forward. In preparation, Eric held his arm up. Hand open to display all five. The other two tensed amusingly enough, even Amako. He was definitely not worth a limited Guidance charge.
The target moved forward, and with every step, Eric started to lower one finger after the other, carrying out a silent countdown. When the last finger came down to leave a fist, all three of them reacted. The cage slid up and back silently. Zhong almost dropped to a crawl as he moved, Eric bent his knees, and Amako crowded Eric’s back, ready to shoot over the top.
All three guns poked around the corner at the same time. Amako at head height, Eric in the middle, and Zhong at knee level. Firing instructions triggered. Soul Shields overlapped, Amako pressed his hip against Eric, bracing him, and Zhong’s feet went around his ankle for the same purpose.
A hail of death swept down the corridors even as the thirty suicide drones Zhong had purchased flew outward, traveling to the far side of the corridor and rising to the ceiling to not be caught in the covering fire the three of them were laying down. 
Eric focused, sustaining the hail of bullets for exactly three seconds before yanking himself back before his shields failed. The other two mirrored him even though they could sustain their shields for longer if required. No bullets had hit his shield, but that didn’t mean that they weren’t about to.
Eric activated Soul Scouting in its most basic form. There were no visuals, just impressions of souls. There were eight targets, of which three were fluctuating wildly. “Five alive, three mortally wounded.”
“How mortally?” Zhong asked dryly.
The three he had tagged were no longer present in his scan, and a fourth was wavering. “Sufficient to be dead now.” They all heard muffled explosions going off as the suicide drones reached their targets.
“One left.” It wasn’t strictly true, but the two souls that flickered erratically while technically alive were as good as dead, especially with modern healing.
Amako poked his head around the corner. The familiar pings of metal bullets bouncing off a Soul Shield echoed. The man ducked back. “He’s behind the Ecstatic Void cylinder.” 
“Twelve drones still…” Zhong started. Further explosions rocked the corridor. “Four drones are still active.”
The last soul in Eric’s perception had shifted. “He moved!”
Amako poked his head around the corner and fired a stream of shots. The final soul did nothing for the first second, and then Eric saw it weaken dramatically. “You got him.”
“Maybe. I think it was a drone.” 
The last soul vanished anticlimactically.
“Retreat!” Eric yelled, putting action on his words by turning and running toward the hoverboards bought for this purpose.
As he moved, four larger drones activated. They would finish the job. Explosives were much more freely distributed in Mars Close Orbital 2142, so there was no way that Eric was going to go near the people he had killed. He was almost certain that the bodies were booby-trapped because, if Eric had been in the Rafs’ position, that was what he would have ordered. In fact, it was a surprise that none of them had blown up yet.
The four drones heading toward the cylinder would finish the job, but if those failed, there were more available as a contingency. 
Another drone buzzed by him just as he reached his hoverboard. Eric tossed the gun at it, and the machine spun and plucked the AX7 from the air and then shifted the valuable weapon into the carry box designed for it. The other two had already disposed of their weapons. The hovercraft took off under his feet, and Eric hung on grimly. Zhong zipped past him with the other man’s augments, letting him sustain higher acceleration than Eric could manage. 
Job complete, they were splitting up. Eric would not see either of them until their next mission together. All he could hope was that they had a watertight alibi like he did. No one was going to be monitoring jump pilots on a layover. Especially since he was only on the station because of a mechanical failure outside his control. Plus, this was Mars Close Orbital 2142. Not even a seeker could monitor the hundreds of thousands of people moving in and out daily. He would be invisible, hidden by all the other legitimate travelers. 
The hovercraft shivered and bucked in his hand as the floor vibrated. That meant the bomb had gone off and the Ecstatic Void destroyed. Eric didn’t need to guess. He blinked. Colors assaulted him, and he stood on a concrete pillar.
Quest #6 - Eliminate Ecstatic Void Distributors.

Recent Progress.

 
	2 (kills) - 3+ physical gang members eliminated - 1 soul boon point
	6 (kills) - 10+ soul capacity eliminated. - 6 soul boons points
	1 (Shipment) - Ecstatic Void shipment destroyed - 2 soul boons points
	1 (Rafs) - Criminal Gang distribution permanently disrupted. - 40 soul boons points

Eric re-read that in surprise.
It definitely said what he was looking for. Guidance had clearly deemed the cumulative damage to Rafs’ distribution to be sufficient to knock them out of the Ecstatic Void traveling. 
“Thank God.”
One less player was a godsend. The forty soul boon points were also useful. When Zhong asked for help, Eric had agreed, figuring it was the right thing to do. He hadn’t expected Guidance to care and had been shocked to have gotten the quest. One that was only a third done and had already granted fifty-nine soul boon points between this hit and the previous ones he was involved with.
It was adding up, and he had quite a haul of them.
Eric opened his eyes, and the hoverboard was still traveling fast. It felt like a poor choice to leave the points unspent Guidance had made that clear in the past. Another one for the to-do list. Work out where he wanted to invest them. 
The hovercraft pulled to a stop, and once he jumped off, it shot away. It should be clean, but there was no point taking risks. It would get recycled immediately. 
Now, with the mission complete, he ducked into the same brothel that he had passed earlier this time making sure no cameras spotted him. His private booth clicked open when he approached, and he slipped in. The drone he had left behind had spent a hundred fifty credits. The woman gyrated in front of the window. Eric ignored her and accessed the screen on the drone. A grid of screens eight by eight replayed the two hours of activity in thirty seconds. Then Eric shut his eyes to review it all in Meditative Perfect Recall.
The entire process was distasteful. Almost twenty girls had performed for the measly tips his AI program had doled out, and it had been cheap. All of them were poor, most of them young, though there was a scattering on the older side. Watching the performance, he wanted to burn the place down. It was so exploitative, but he was the reborn and couldn’t solve all the world’s problems.
Eric really didn’t want to be there, but he had made harder decisions in the past. Nothing could be allowed to threaten humanity’s reborn. He had to protect himself. Two hours in a booth without an escalating purchase was too much.
Sometimes duty sucked.
Eric packed up the drone into the backpack before he made the final selection. She was in her mid-twenties, incredibly skinny, with porcelain skin. Her eyes hadn’t looked as beaten down as the others. Michelle.










CHAPTER 8





MICHELLE BURST INTO THE ROOM. She was dressed and looked flustered like someone who had been on her way home when summoned back. “What can I call you, hun?”
“Eric.”
“And what…”
Deliberately, he distanced himself and let his younger self have control, but even twenty-year-old him had serious misgivings. Eric endured and lightened his credit balance by another hundred. He needed the alibi. 
“I didn’t think you were going to choose me,” Michelle told him as she put her clothes back on.
“You had more spirit than the others.”
“I love my job. Especially when the customers aren’t freaks.”
“Some of the other girls clearly didn’t.”
Michelle frowned. “Poverty. They usually have a kid or parents to support. The Golden Throne is one of the better ones. No drug traps here.”
“Only reason I’m here.”
She ruffled his hair. “My name is Michelle. Next time, ask for me.”
“I’m a miner. I’m not sure I’ll ever get back.”
She smiled and, with that, she was out the door. 
Alibi firmly in place, feeling dirty, he grabbed the drone, which had folded into a standard smart backpack, and then strolled back into the monitored area of the station two hundred and fifty credits lighter. The Golden Throne guaranteed anonymity, but a sniffer would extract the truth in seconds. There was a credit trail, after all, and video, which only functioned when staff was in the private viewing room, and that theoretically was only for their protection. When she left and gave the okay, it was supposed to be permanently deleted. Eric knew that even if the operators did what they promised, it would still be meaningless. The video would be there somewhere, and maybe someday, a sniffer trying to find him would view it. 
His acting was, of course, impeccable, as his younger self had been given full control. 
Once he got to the surface levels, the scratchy information net clicked on. The corridors lit up as his employer’s hired AI guided him to the planet skipper that would take him down to Mars to the craft he was going to jump out on. The dropship was crowded, leaving standing room only.
Cheap bastards.
A guy much bigger than him was to his left, an old man a full head shorter at his back, and a girl right in front, facing him. He needed to stand perfectly straight to avoid her leaning into him, or worse, get a noseful of the big guy’s underarms. 
The dropship was launched, and it plunged through the thin atmosphere before resorting to jet burn for the last two minutes to arrest the wild plunge and reduce the speed to where the magnetic cradle would catch the planet skipper. 
The landing was rough, with some miscalculation by the AI sending them all flying. The woman ended up slamming into him, and it took all his strength to avoid knocking over the old man behind him.
Everyone apologized as they straightened themselves out. He disembarked with the crowd and then followed the teal arrows that kept flashing. A short time later, he was in a pod and hurtling out of the spaceport and into the industrial area. His four hours of being a tourist planet side evaporated.
When he got to his destination, no one greeted him, only more teal lines. He saw when he entered the ship properly that the entire space was pressurized, and the convenient screens in the walls that had been guiding him vanished.
A small drone hovered in front of him, and its lights lit up teal.
Cheap.
Eric followed it. They hadn’t even laid the basics for navigation aids on the floors and walls. This was a shoddier operation than he expected. 
After a longer walk than he had made allowances for, he got into the jump room and sat in the plush seat. Alarm bells were ringing, or at least tinkling lightly in the background. 
“Ship details.” 
Information rushed across the screen. It was a pre-Soul Jump design that had originally landed on Mars in what was supposed to be a one-way journey. The company had clearly then done the minimum necessary to make it space worthy. Spun out a simple frame of soul-touched iron, checked the outer seals, and then spent hopefully a bit more on the inner core.
“Hub build.”
One glance at what spun up told Eric it was probably fabricated. All the official tick marks were in place but giving them in a pressurized environment meant nothing when a ship got out to space.
“Contract.”
The details jumped up, and Eric frowned. His lawyer confirmed that the ship met the specifications under the contract. At least officially. With a sigh, he slid on a flight suit and verified that the air scrubber in the suit was functioning and there was an additional tank of oxygen. If there were a catastrophic failure, he would have enough oxygen for a couple of days, which should ensure rescue at the very least. 
With another frown, he settled and went to work, cursing out loud at himself for the mistake. If he took his usual time to jump, there was no way he was going to make it to PartySky in time. Did he forfeit the chance to hit the Flower Kettles, or did he cheat and pretend his Soul Jump rating had improved? 
Eric checked his plan. It was a party of forty enforcers right up against the skin of the station. A bar where you got to experience ‘real Jupiter’ views, up close and personal, with only clear glass separating you from the void. If he was lucky, that might be thirty soul boon points from that crowd. 
It was too much to pass up. 
Finally, his soul extended throughout the ancient structure. He waited another hour and then engaged with the navigation crystal. A lot of the numbers didn’t churn anywhere near as much as they did in the inner system, except for the digital representation of the gravity well. He was jumping close enough to Jupiter for that part of the calculations to be difficult. However, that also meant the movement of other jump ships wasn’t affecting him, and of course, the fact that his destination and the current location had fewer souls than elsewhere helped.
After two minutes of absorbing the numbers, Eric was comfortable that his half a second forward prediction was working, and then he willed himself to be elsewhere.
Reality distorted.
Exhaustion swamped him immediately. The ship creaked alarmingly. Vibrations reached him even through the padded seat as the entire room shook.
Airlocks slammed shut. The suit switched to private supply. Eric could barely follow what was happening as he slumped back into the jump chair. The ship’s algorithms were trying to combine external and internal sensors to rebuild a picture of what happened. The wireframe image of the ship updated, and Eric squeezed his eyes open to see the details.
Then shut them as a kaleidoscope of colors hit him.
Once more, he stood on his concrete pillar. The bone-crushing exhaustion was a not-so-distant memory, but at least while here, he was no longer feeling it. The wireframe he had glimpsed hung in the air displayed on the big screen the AU had thrown up. Now that he had the energy to both open his eyes and think about what he was seeing, he cataloged the damage.
It wasn’t catastrophic. Air pressure had blown the hull in three different spots. No material damage and the main engines had compensated immediately to stop the spin created by those explosions. 
Eric returned to the real world and suffered without the strength to open his eyes. Minutes passed before he opened them, and times plus travel vectors were in place. The ETA suggested he had nailed the jump.
Twenty minutes passed as the ancient ship shifted its orbit to close with PartySky orbital. In a typical ship, this would have taken less than five minutes because he had landed the jump so close.
A shiver went through the ship, and this time, it wasn’t a cause for alarm. They were docked and the ship had survived. 
Getting up before twenty minutes passed would be too suspicious, but when his internal counter got to nineteen minutes, he got moving. “Got to get off this death trap.”
The airlock from the jump room to the rest of the ship opened, and Eric was surprised to find a pressurized corridor being presented to him. Apparently, the ship’s damage wasn’t as extensive as he had thought. Eric stumbled away, deliberately leaving the spacesuit on. It was overkill, as he had seen oxygen helmets at regular intervals in the corridors on the way in. However, it would send the right message. 
A few steps beyond the jump room, there was a chime. Eric checked with his artificial eye, and the payment details were displayed. He had delivered the ship near perfectly. Four thousand credits were about to hit his bank account. For a miner, it was a massive score, but Eric knew he was going to need to stuff up his next few jumps to avoid gaining a reputation. 
Everything in his life was strategic.
Still pretending exhaustion, he stumbled forward. Every step was hard, and after a few, he would rest against the wall. Halfway through, he sagged to the ground as his legs genuinely failed him.
A full minute passed. “Move, get off this death trap,” he whispered to himself. He touched his helmet, and it receded. The stale air of the corridor hit him. Safe but unpleasant, he wiped the sweat off his brow. He was only half-pretending. With a grunt, he pushed himself to his feet. 
Still stumbling, he reached the airlock that swished open in front of him and then again behind him.
He was out of the death trap ship and onto PartySky. Arrows showed him the way out. He sagged to the floor for a brief rest. By now, Eric was mostly recovered, but his muscles were still weakened.
Two minutes later, he pushed to his feet once more and entered the nearby pod station. With relief, he grabbed one, and he paid the full fare to transfer to the hotel set aside for him. After all, he had just scored a huge payday. Everything was done electronically. He didn’t see anyone, but he walked with his head held slumped, looking like a man walking by dint of sheer willpower. 
Behind him, the doors clicked shut, and he took control of the internal electronics. He straightened, stripped off the suit, and grabbed a mask from his bag. 
On time. In the right room.
When he had hatched this plan, he had put the chance of meeting those conditions at maybe ten percent.
Getting here had been the highest risk, with so many things that could have gone wrong.
The cheap company he was with could have diverted him to the wrong hotel room. The cargo ship might have been non-space-worthy as opposed to almost, and even if those two bits went right, the room he wanted could have gone to someone else.
It had worked, he thought.
He knocked on the wall, and there was an immediate grinding noise, and the metal split as cutters sliced lines through it. Then an area slightly larger than a meter square was folded out and up. Six drones were on the other side, two cutters, two that were holding the thin sheet of metal, and two funny-shaped ones he knew were his ride.
Eric swallowed hard and waved at the camera. Exactly like he had been instructed. Somewhere else on the station, a friend of Zhong was helping. Not having someone oath sworn to him made the hairs on his back stand up, but it could not be helped. Even Zhong wasn’t bound like the rest of them, but in some ways, that made Eric more comfortable rather than less. Guidance had chosen not to act, and that had to mean something. 
Thirty points, he reminded himself as he climbed into the narrow space behind the wall.
The two funny-shaped drones clicked onto him. Wires spread all over him, getting in position to stimulate nerve endings. This was a body hijack arrangement. For an Awakened soul, it only worked with cooperation, but for an un-Awakened soul, by the time the wires got this far, it was too late. For the un-Awakened, the robots would already have full control of his body.
Forcefully, Eric relaxed. He resisted the itch to fight the electricity stimulating his nerves. Muscles started moving and twitching in a wave, starting from his toes to his eyelids. The body hijacker calibrated its control. Even knowing why this was needed, the sensation was creepy. 
Eric focused on not flexing his soul. Not now, and not once the drones started carrying his body along. 
Metal components clicked onto his skin. Wheels to propel him, and then drones took over. Engines hummed, and slowly, Eric felt himself accelerating, and then like a choreographed dance, his body flexed and twisted to a precise beat as his body moved at high speed through spaces barely wide enough for his head and shoulders to squeeze through. Hot and cold winds hit him. Sometimes they went with gravity as he dropped into freefall. He was upside down, the right way up, and all Eric could do was trust. 
The program was designed to get him from A to B, and it could do calculations that Eric didn’t have available.
Mature technology, Eric reminded himself, if not a little niche. 
The trip was only three kilometers and was covered in less than eight minutes. It felt like fifty. By the end, he was sweating, and his muscles ached from the workout he had been thrown through. Eric focused on his breathing even as his soul ran through his healing exercises. 
Thankfully, they worked. Onk’s training continued to be useful so long after his death, at least to Eric.
In his vision, another countdown clock appeared. Nine minutes until his planned entrance. He ramped up his soul-healing exercise, exceedingly happy that he would be fixed before he launched the ambush. At the four-minute mark, a gun was dropped off to him.
AX5.

When developed, the brilliance of the design wasn’t widely recognized, and it fell out of favor for two decades. The AX5 is a rapid-fire sniper gun designed to have zero kickback. It can shoot six bullets per second, each with an energy delivery of 100kJ, which is equivalent to old-style elephant guns.

Requires eighty seconds to initiate.

Requires Soul Jump (9) and either Soul Armor (5) or Soul Blade (7)

In terms of sheer damage output, it was nothing like the AX7, but it had the key advantage that he could aim it, and each round still hit like a freight train. It was the professional sniper’s equivalent to the AX7’s niche as a heavy machine gun. 
He began the initialization program while utilizing his Soul Scouting to double-check the tagging of the venue’s security footage. There were more enforcers than expected at a higher average soul discipline than intelligence had suggested. Apparently, an additional two elite enforcer teams were present. 
For a moment, he was worried about a trap, but Soul Scouting kept flicking from person to person. Drinking, laughing, and relaxing. 
“The Rafs got smashed.”
“Yep, got the week off because of it.” 
“Soul Blades must have an informer at their top level.”
Realization ran through Eric. They were celebrating the unexpected successful attacks on the Rafs. By taking out a competitor, the Flower Kettles had been able to withdraw some of their elite teams from operational duties. 
More points, Eric thought grimly. If the attack went well, then he could get his bonus and the secondary objective of destabilizing Flower Kettles. 
For now, they would not go for the jugular. That would wait until after HC#002 and potentially even longer. 
The countdown hit zero, and despite his extensive training, Eric tensed.










CHAPTER 9





BOOM!
The crawlspace he was in physically shifted, and then, with a squeal, the metal was popped out as the air in with him was sucked out into the abrupt vacuum. 
He was tethered, but the rush of wind pushed him out and into the open. His threads worked the tiny winches on his tethers, letting him orient in the appropriate direction. Then the firing program accomplished its magic as the AX5’s barrel panned over the enemies he wanted to hit. There was nothing as crude as looking down a scope as everything ran through the firing program, a process that controlled his muscles to get the gun in about the right spot, and then the flexibility of the AX5 did the rest. There was no requirement for perfect aim as the AX5 supported electronic adjustments up to 0.1 degrees.
That small shift in angle might have seemed insignificant, but if he was aiming at something just thirty meters away, that flex was the difference between putting a bullet between someone’s eyes or missing entirely.
The chaos in front of him was incredible. 
For the authorities, it was a terrorist attack.
For the gang members caught up in it, this was the Rafs’ retaliation or the soul Blades overextending and crossing a line that they should not have even approached. 
Of course, for those tumbling helplessly through space, motives didn’t matter. It was chaos, just like he had planned.
Forty construction bots had settled on the edge of the dome of glass that everyone walked on and then simultaneously started drilling. 
PartySky security systems would have been aware of the operations between one and two seconds of it starting. 
The bar informed a second after that to start airlock procedures.
The patrons only became aware when the clear glass dome got blown away by the pressurized air contained within right as the bar began to act. 
Then they were exposed to space and the chaotic gusting air of atmosphere venting into a vacuum. 
Safety measures kicked in. But the chaos was extensive. Drinks boiled or vaporized because of the change in pressure, and then froze to form tiny, sharp, and fast-moving crystals. Oxygen helmet bots activated to save people. The restraint netting that was always present successfully caught the flying bodies. Stretched out in places to be over thirty meters from where the dome edge had used to exist. 
The AX5 expelled the bullets out into this chaos. Heads exploded, the thin material of the helmet bots barely slowing the deadly slugs. Eric kept firing after three seconds. The gang members, with their superior augmentation, looked through the turmoil and realized there was more to the attack than structural failure and explosive decompression. It was hard not to notice your colleagues’ heads being popped like water balloons.
Eric, watching with a net of hacked cameras, saw everything, and he watched one, and then a few more, realize they were being systematically eliminated. Soul Armor blossomed over some of them. Others pulled their handguns, none of which would rely on atmosphere-based chemical propulsion so they would work perfectly. They were a threat, but not a huge one, especially if they were monitored. Those types of handguns had a slow fire rate and were good unless you were fighting someone like Eric, who could manifest coin-sized bits of Soul Armor to stop the bullets, and with his camera network, he would not be surprised by them.
The gang members with better guns had been the first he had targeted. Something analogous to the AX7 Eric knew could chew through him in seconds with their hail of bullets. The other disadvantage for them was that the weapons were concealed, and what was easy to grab in gravity was slightly less when you were being dragged into a vacuum. Many of the untrained thugs failed to even get the weapon out of their holsters.
One of his opponents with a full Soul Armor activated jetted toward him. Eric fired around him because both he and his firing program knew that hitting him while Soul Armor was active was pointless. With a mental command, a volley of drones that had been designed for this was off. The tiny drill bits on their end spun at hundreds of revolutions per second. If they could get close enough, they could put a hole in someone’s head that not even modern medicine could save.
Three of the drones targeted the man coming toward him, forcing him to maintain the shield even as Eric rotated his gun to continue to eliminate the other enforcers spread out in the space in front of him. 
Eight seconds had passed. He didn’t know how many he had killed, but it was multiple dozens. His escape plan gave him fifteen seconds to shoot the evil men trapped in a net. That was about a hundred sniper shots. 
His targets died, but he could do nothing against the single man accelerating toward him. Eric could see the whites of his opponent’s eyes and the slightly glowing tribal tattoos that covered the face. The man grinned, and the shield protected him absolutely, his arm held up in a posture that a man would take if he were holding a sword. The man’s body language completely telegraphed his plan. Once he got close enough, he would swing, manifest a soul Blade, and decapitate Eric.
In response, Eric switched the AX5 to one hand and let it point out to the side. There were targets everywhere, including where his gun now pointed, and the weapon kept spitting out bullets. At the same time, he ordered the cable attached to him to draw him back. 
The enemy swung, and as predicted, a one-meter Blade appeared. Eric ignored the Blade descending at his neck and aimed his fist at the enemy’s Soul Armor as the cables released and the centrifugal forces, creating apparent gravity, let him fall to the other man. Armor blossomed on his neck, and the opponent’s Blade was first stopped and then shattered by the unexpected resistance, demonstrating terrible training.
Then Eric’s fist was close enough to strike the still-active Soul Armor. His opponent had a ridiculous cultivation level to have sustained the armor this long. Ridiculous, at least for the current average soul capability level of humanity.
The impossibly hard barrier stopped his fist absolutely. It was worse than hitting a metal wall, but even as the skin split, his soul claws came out. Not one Blade but three, and he scraped the hand along the armor, pulling his fist up from where he had tried to sucker punch the enemy’s stomach toward the neck.
His opponent was cursing, his attention focused on the broken Blade. A new Blade formed, and he smiled as he saw the man realize his predicament. That widening of the man’s eyes as they instinctively flicked down to where Eric’s soul claws scraped along his armor and stressed it. The sustained pressure continued, and it was from not one but three Blades. Eric knew from his first life exactly how much energy this sort of attack would deplete. It was already equivalent to twenty of the strikes that Eric had just blocked. If you had a soul Blade against armor, you didn’t want to strike it but to scrape it across the surface. Of course, some random genius in the outer system was unlikely to have ever had the opportunity to learn the intricacies of a soul fight.
Despite that, the other man was ridiculously strong.
The confidence in his opponent’s eyes was replaced with panic. The thug tried to bring his sword around for another attack. Eric’s armor flared at the right moment and spot to block the strike, and it bounced away this time instead of failing. His enemy’s shield failed, and instantly, Eric’s claws collapsed from three-inch-long armor-rending Blades to nothing. With the perfect resistance of the shield no longer there, his fist shot forward, and he adjusted the swing into a shearing blow. One where his knuckles would have clipped his opponent’s Adam’s apple. For a fraction of a second, a single longer Blade manifested and went through the undefended neck just as his opponent had tried to do to him.
The attack drones were still dropping in for the kill, but he already knew they were not needed. With a foot on the other man’s stomach, Eric kicked it. The torso recoiled and pushed away from the kick at pace but, fully decapitated, the head didn’t follow, staying in space. 
Those eyes only registered shock. Most of the soul was in the body and could regenerate and repair from the loss of something as small as a head, but biology didn’t allow the same thing to happen. If the head got attached fast enough, then maybe. Then one of the three drones hit the head. The drill activated, and even that slight chance of surgery saving him vanished. 
That was the difference between skill and raw power. An enemy whose progression and cultivation had dwarfed Eric’s had been brought down by wasteful expenditure of that advantage and the ridiculous micro control Eric had developed in this new iteration. 
The raid counter gave him three seconds, and the cable ties were drawing him backward. The AX5 strafed across the space as it targeted the remaining exposed enemies. His leg caught on a section of broken metal, but his free hand slashed down. The familiar shift as a soul Blade manifested, and the piece that had been restraining him was cut free, and the cords sucked him back to where the robots that had brought him were waiting to extract him.
The body hijacker was still on him, and they kicked into action. The drones reattached, and he was pulled out even as he felt his cultivation level improving as his trait went to work, sucking in some of the soul energy of those he had killed. That was the other bonus of doing these strikes personally.
In seconds, he was speeding down maintenance spaces meant for the host of robots that supported everyday life. It was a different route out from what he had come in due to how the airlocks had snapped in place. Freight airlocks opened and closed around him. Wheels whirled, and like the drones were programmed, they molded and spun him like a Tetris piece to slide him through spaces that were barely wide enough and so irregular that a human body should have struggled to twist through. 
Narrowly was sufficient. Then he was heading back to his hotel room. 
While he moved, Eric checked his quest for progress.
 
	84 (kills) - 3+ physical gang members eliminated - 16 soul boon points
	12 (kills) - 10+ soul capacity eliminated. - 12 soul boon points

Eighty-four dead, which was right in line with his best-case projections. It was a substantial blow to the Flower Kettles despite the size of the organization and twenty-eight soul boon points. Eric checked his numbers.
Available soul boon points: 182.

It was what he had left of the points that he accumulated from two years of grinding. Recruiting allies had contributed around twenty, the entire saving Fiona from the assassins almost two hundred, though the rewards for navigating those first couple of weeks were probably overly generous and not the baseline he would hit in the future. The fifth quest had been to improve humanity’s technological footprint, and the hours he had put into helping Francis extract the right data from the church archives had yielded less than ten, even though the benefit to humanity was already material. Then, of course, more recently was his war against the gangs, which had generated around ninety soul boon points. Half of them were from crippling Rafs, and the rest from these short, brutal engagements. 
Excluding that first burst of points, it looked like he would get less than a hundred per year. That was still significant, and it meant Temporal Instability,
if that was what he aimed for, was less than a century away. Eric shook his head to clear it. He didn’t know enough. It was possible that the points would dry up or occur in an increasing flood. If a skill was useful, he should purchase it.
When he was safe, Eric decided he would see where he wanted to spend his points. 
He was happy, and then he felt Guidance stir.










CHAPTER 10





ERIC WOKE up knowing that he was in the barracks of HC#342. A massive storm raged outside, with the rain coming down so hard that it sounded like continuous thunder on the prefabricated roof. They were here for another two days at this forward base to acclimatize to the extra gravity and become comfortable with their new teammates.
Their job was simple. Sneak into Hai Pong and then bring down the air defenses. After that, the main branch of the army would sweep in and quickly take out the remaining company representatives. The Bloc cities on this planet were doomed. They had lost the space battle. Beacons had been switched out, so there would be no reinforcements. It was only a matter of time until each of the remaining cities succumbed. 
His human empire owned the rest of the system, and at this point, the operation was all about reducing casualties on both sides. The Bloc zealots would not give up, and it was up to teams like his to ensure that as few non-combatants as possible were caught in the crossfire. 
Hai Pong was a small city of barely a million people. A successful infiltration would save lives. Neuter the company agents and then liberate the civilians from the control of the corporations treating them as little better than slaves.
That was the crux of it.
No matter how much the Bloc’s PR teams branded the relationship one of mutual benefit, it wasn’t the case. For the poor, it was slavery under another name. Technically, employee contracts granted the right for the individual to walk away at any time, but it was a fake choice. The integrated systems the Bloc had built made that impossible.
In Bloc-controlled space, the necessities of life cost. Medical, food, air, and network were all charged. Then on the planets where the natural ecosystem meant the companies could not charge for oxygen, they instead levied a security premium that achieved the same outcome of…
“ERIC!” 
He jumped and looked at the fat man who seemed too large to be a productive member of a stealth insertion team. Physical doubts aside, the man knew his stuff. His forest craft was first-notch, and he was there primarily to get them to the outskirts of Hai Pong. After that, it would be up to the rest of them to do the actual sabotage. 
“We’re all up, so we should make the most of it.”
Eric nodded and enabled his perception senses that he purposely dulled when sleeping. The smell of smoke and ozone was instantly identified. “There was a fire?”
“Lightning strike,” Ralph answered. “It’s probably what woke you.”
“Where?”
“Hit the roof.” Ralph pointed to the corner of the room.
Eric looked, but of course, there was nothing to be seen. The lightning would have been directed safely to the ground through the metal threads that were there for that purpose. Then, even if it had gotten through and damaged the inner walls, the maintenance drones were likely to fix the cosmetics almost immediately.
Eric followed Ralph deeper into the building and then downstairs into the small basement that was set up for meetings. The sound was instantly dampened. “More meetings?”
“Risk planning,” Ralph answered.
Vivien, Shahlyla, and Tongu were already gathered around the hologram table and were actively tracing the route they would need to take.
His team was one of four teams with the same strategic makeup as theirs, and the plan was for all of them to attempt infiltration at the same time. A piecemeal approach where you probed with one team before sending in more would not work because, once the Bloc was aware of their intentions, security would tighten. And, like many missions, the most dangerous part was getting to the city. It would take two days of hiking along different routes, hoping one team would get through to complete the mission. Like most human-claimed planets, this was the graveyard of another sapient race, and so, as was usually the case, they had left the planet full of awakened wildlife. 
It meant planet side, outside of urban areas, was deadly to anyone who wasn’t a high-level cultivator. Even advanced technology or augmentations rarely made a difference. Soul always beat the mundane.
“What do we need to talk about?” Eric asked finally.
Tongu cleared his throat. “Our route has been assigned.” 
Eric had already noted that rather than all four routes being in gray, one was now colored yellow on the screens. “Which means?”
“Wildlife assessment,” Tongu said quietly.
On the hologram, a list of almost two hundred potential threats appeared on the table.
Tongu snorted at the number. “Stupid AI. Remove anything too weak to threaten any of us.” Over half the creatures disappeared. “And any animals that Ralph and I both hard counter.” An even larger chunk vanished, leaving forty remaining. “Split the rest into two groups. The first is one where one of us hard counters them and the second group.” Tongu frowned. “Contains those we can’t easily defeat.” The screen refreshed, and three bird-like creatures got moved to the side. “These are the two groups that we need to discuss.” Tongu pointed.
Eric studied the winged creatures. They were the ones that could screw them over. The second larger group that Eric knew was going to be the bulk of the coming meeting were all monsters that they collectively should be able to manage.
Ralph stepped forward. “You might be wondering,” Ralph tapped the larger group of dangerous animals, “why we would like to talk about natives that we’re confident we can beat. It’s because while this group is countered by one of us, that ain’t good enough. I like my contingencies. If some of die or we get split up…” He drew his finger over his throat. “…the entire team is in trouble.”
He waved at the sky to indicate the animals that had disappeared for being weak. “If Tongu dies, the mission goes on because I can protect you from them, or you can protect yourself. If I die, then Tongu can step up. We have redundancy. These other ones we’re going to talk through. We don’t have that leeway, and given how important success is, that worries me. Millions of lives are at stake. However, we can’t change the facts, but if we all know how to fight these monsters, then, collectively, we might beat them back even if there is no hard counter. Now, I know you have all heard it, but the problem with fighting Awakened natives on this planet is their soul expression.”
Tongu brought up the first creature. It looked like a tiger with green patches instead of orange. 
Emperor Jungle Tiger

Key Abilities: Camouflage, Soul Claws (21), Cower (50)

“The jungle tiger is dangerous because of its ability to Cower its prey. It’s quite comfortable attacking large groups because it can suppress everyone.” Tongu tapped on the image. “Vivian and I are the only two with Defense strong enough to shrug off the paralyzation effect. The key danger points are…” Tongu went through the details and then moved on to the other animals. The dangerous animals were split into two categories. An enhanced Cower like the jungle tiger or a Soul Jump ability with a high soul Defense; Ralph’s Cower could not pin it down.
“And, finally, we have these.” Tongu pointed to the final three monsters. “These are all the same. They have a natural soul augmentation that lets them shoot sticky lightning.”
“Sticky lightning?” Vivian burst out in laughter. “What’s that?”
“The colloquial term,” Tongu answered impatiently. “The simple scientific description is electromagnetics force combined with dimensional instability that is self-perpetuating across four dimensions. Is that explanation more to your tastes?” Tongu smirked at Vivian. 
“Sticky lightning is fine.”
“The sticky lightning moves slowly but absolutely tears to bits anything that is not soul-reinforced when it hits you. It leaves a nasty burn.” Tongu nodded at Ralph.
The big man immediately pulled up his shirt sleeve to reveal a scar that was an inch wide and covered his biceps. A cosmetic scar left as a reminder of his near brush with death. “The electric shock delivered with the attack is usually sufficient to knock you out.”
Tongu cleared his throat. “We have no protection against sticky lightning.”
Lightning Eagle

Key attributes: Sticky Lightning, Soul Armor (40), Soul Defense (45)

They only have one offensive ability, but it’s all they need. They can fly above your head forever and we won’t be able to hurt them from the ground.

“Can you dodge the lightning?” Eric asked. 
“Yes and no,” Ralph answered. “The dense attacks are fine, but if they fail, it will switch to area strikes, and they’re both faster to move and spread over a wider area. Almost impossible to dodge.”
“If one of them finds us, we’re dead,” Tongu summarized. “We might not see them but…” the hologram defaulted to the original map, “this raised area is their prime hunting area.”
“Can’t we avoid that area?” Eric asked for the rest of the team.
Tongu shook his head. “We drew the short straw. That’s our route. It’s not changing.”
“It’s a gamble,” Ralph said, glaring at his partner. “There’s only a twenty percent chance of meeting them?”
“One in five chance of dying. I don’t like that,” Eric muttered.
Tongu, with a flourish, pulled out a small wooden box. “There’s a solution.”
He flipped open the box, that purple velvet cushion within it. Upon the fabric was a ball of wire the size of an eyeball, which looked hollow. It was clearly an augment and the largest he had ever seen.
“This augmentation occasionally drops from native animals and lets the user block sticky lightning almost forever. It’s the ultimate hard counter.”
Sticky Lightning Shield.

Allows the user to project a variable field up to ten meters from their body that will absorb the energy in sticky lightning to recharge itself.

Not Removable

Soul Space: 45

Eric looked at the augmentation in horror. It was a niche skill only applicable to this planet that used up all his soul space and could never be removed. It was a future killer if he had ever seen one. 
“I don’t have the capacity,” Eric lied smoothly. It wasn’t for him, and if he got in first, maybe someone else would take the hit.
“No room,” Shahlyla admitted. “Not even close.” 
“I can’t,” Vivien stated, though her eyes looked shifty. She was clearly lying. “I lack space as well.”
“If you can take it, you have to,” Tongu insisted. “We’re not joking. We won’t escape the eagle if it sees us.”
“I can’t,” Vivien repeated.
Disappointment filled Tongu’s face, and he clicked the box shut angrily. “It was a long shot. Most fighters don’t have that sort of capacity available.”
Ralph and Tongu shared a significant look. There was a small shake of the head between them.
“It’s not all doom and gloom. We’ll do the high pass at night. That should keep us safe,” Tongu said hopefully. 
Eric was spat out of his vision, and he bit his cheek only partially by accident. Coppery blood filled his mouth. That small amount of pain didn’t satisfy the guilt seething through him. Guidance had a habit of plucking the worst moments of his life and playing them back to him in vivid, heart-wrenching detail. Hell, half the memories were like these. When he had done something wrong and not even realized what a selfish prick he had been. At the time, when he had decided to lie, he hadn’t felt even a tiny amount of remorse.
They had gone on the mission. A sticky lightning griffin had found them, and Tongu had called the sticky protocol. They had scattered, sprinting away from each other in the hope that one of them could survive. Tongu had escaped. The others had presumably been eaten. 
They had failed Hai Pong as well. They failed their mission, as had the other three teams. The defenses hadn’t been pulled down, and the city had been taken using more conventional approaches. 
His fault, both the civilian deaths and the team. 
Sometimes taking the long-term view was wrong. But I already knew that!
He felt like screaming at Guidance. He bit his cheek instead, biting on the same spot as earlier hurt more, and the pain distracted him.










CHAPTER 11





GUIDANCE COULD HAVE BEEN CLEARER, but not by much. It didn’t believe that he should hoard the points. The question was what to buy.
There were tiers 1 and 2 traits available to purchase, which were a straight no. Upgrades to his Temporal Bubble were also just within his reach but would cost twenty soul boon points per level, and that cost increased by each level as well. 
Temporal Bubble (IV) Growth.

Exclude a temporal bubble to encompass biological body and soul bound artifacts. Internal time within the bubble is sped up without an increase in entropy.

Current time dilation 30%.

Type: Growth.

The boon improved with every level. Each rank added two percent to the time dilation. He could buy seven ranks outright to gain an immediate fourteen percent more cultivation time, plus whatever bonus that would be added at level seven when he advanced from Newly Awakened to Awakened.
Stage advancements were the point where the soul qualitatively changed. The soul cultivation level at which qualitative change occurred varied by alien race but was almost always identical within a race. That shift in quality affected all components of soul expression. For example, in humans, Cower became multidirectional when you reached the Adept stage, and the quality of Blade and Armor upgraded at every stage after Evolved. If that were all, the different stages of soul quality would have been monitored, but the changes were substantially more remarkable than just soul capability boosts.
Boons and traits could also be enhanced. Only some traits could improve, but the advancement was exciting even for people without traits, as you could always gain a new trait. It was why the cultivation genius that had coached him on the armada had talked about him receiving Soul Scouting with such confidence. The higher the quality of your soul, the more likely you were to have multiple traits and better ones. Boons were similar, but not all could be improved. For illustration, according to Meditative Perfect Recall, which, thanks to the dump of data from the scientists, was accurate up to humanity’s extinction in the first timeline, there were no recorded instances of the Wanderer’s Boon changing, but Craauacklas boons were a mixed bag. Some individuals reported upgrades while other types never did. Then there was something like the Gravity boon, which was dangerous to gain, but it improved materially after every rank-up.
If two people received it at the same time. Once an Initiate was just about to become an Adept,
and the other already Adept once that Initiate progressed to Adept, then their boon would be significantly better even if the original Adept had advanced ten levels to a hundred and was much stronger in all other ways than the person who had previously been Initiate. They had been gifted the boon together, but the weaker person would have the stronger boon because of the soul advancement that had occurred since the boon was received. 
Eric was convinced that Temporal Bubble would be like the Gravity Boon as opposed to Wanderer’s Boon. He had no evidence, but he was certain that ninety soul boon points would propel him to Temporal Bubble (VII) and grant him that improvement immediately.
The other option he was toying with, was to upgrade his was traits. The Soul Scouting (II) could be upgraded to three for 100 soul boon points, then upgrading to four would cost 500 points. Each level was five times the cost of the previous. Eric had already resolved to buy this upgrade before transitioning to an Awakened soul state, but with his new influx of points, maybe he should go sooner.
The boon Flaming Joy was also upgradable, but Eric wasn’t sure of the benefit. The next rank increased his achievable suppression amount, but he wasn’t convinced it would add anything beyond what time and practice would give him. Craauacklas boons didn’t have a good track record of improving with stage advancement. Plus, despite its utility and power, ultimately, it was a mundane skill, and Eric knew that mundane on mundane wasn’t where humans had lost. It was soul where they had been terribly outclassed.
Eric rejected upgrading his flame boon, but he had points for both Temporal Bubble and Soul Scouting, so he might as well do them both. 
He blinked.
The light assaulted him, and then without fuss and with a single thought, he assigned a chunk of his points to upgrade Soul Scouting. Trumpets went off, which made him smile despite himself; the AI was having some fun. A massive screen rose to capture what he had done with the changes bolded.
Trait: Soul Scouting (III)

Observing abilities

 
	Enables remote scouting at a distance of 3 times soul level cubed plus a hundred meters
	Clear view of mundane information, including sound
	Determine the strength of Soul and the value of individual soul disciplines
	Reveal high-level Physical Might and Sensory Capabilities level

Influence abilities

 
	Create a noise of up to 90 decibels or 70
decibels at two locations
	Generate a small kinetic push  
	Upgradable

The upgrade was simultaneously disappointing and encouraging. On one level, the sheer oomph of the ability hadn’t been increased. However, the subtle improvements gave him hope. Abilities that had been awarded at Soul Scouting (II) had improved with the latest upgrade. The changes might be small, but the very fact that they existed made Eric wonder how powerful this ability would grow. The noise generation capacity had more than doubled in power or had increased utility, and if that happened with every advancement, would he eventually be able to use it to blow out eardrums?
If that were the case, what would happen with that ‘small kinetic push’? Would that grow to where he could throw people around? Its range had been improved at the margin, but as it was already linked to level cubed, progressing his soul would leave him with almost unlimited reach, at least if you were talking about stations or ships. For proper space battles where distances were calculated in light seconds, Soul Scouting would be useless, but that wasn’t the purpose of the skill. 
Eric tested the small kinetic push.
On himself.
Small was the optimal term; it was underwhelming. An empty plastic cup would get launched away. A glass one would slide across the table, but if it was full of water, the push probably would not move it. Yet, the power for sound had doubled as the trait advanced, so while his current force was only an annoyance, that would change. 
The upgrade to the core function, that ability to scan people’s souls and work out their threat level had advanced exactly how he had expected. He could now remotely scout the physical and sensory capability of people. To this point, he had been depending on their digital footprint to guestimate their levels. Now, provided he got within Soul Scouting range, he could confirm soul discipline levels directly. For example, the man he had crossed swords with had been substantially stronger than what the public profile had suggested because he had either focused on developing Blade and Armor or had a trait to boost those values. If Eric had this ability back then, he could have discovered the man’s power and may have adjusted his approach by running away or possibly eliminating him earlier in the contest before that comprehensive shield was created. Luckily, the man’s incompetence meant that the extra strength had been wasted. It was a mistake and one that Eric would need to learn from. He had the tools now, so it should not be a surprise if someone’s shields could be sustained for over ten seconds. 
There was still the decision of whether to invest in Temporal Bubble, but how upgrades worked the higher his soul level rose, the more expensive upgrading levels would become. If he bought levels now, they were cheap, and while he would probably get to level seven reasonably quickly, any extra levels he purchased would persist forever. The advantage of the faster stage advancement today would hopefully persist for less than a year, but it would also apply every time he advanced a new threshold level.
When he had a soul capability level of eight-seven, which was three levels from advancing to Adept, his boon would act at that higher level. That was for every stage Evolved, Adept,
or Lord, and when he was a Lord,
he didn’t expect to achieve three levels a year. Even one level per year would be incredible. Basically, the benefit would be cumulative.
Plus, Guidance had been pretty clear about what it wanted. “Advance Temporal Bubble,” he ordered, and the screen in front of him changed once more. 
Temporal Bubble (VII) 

Type: Growth.

Exude a temporal bubble to encompass biological body and soul-bound artifacts. Internal time within the bubble is sped up without an increase in entropy.

Awakened
Rank Bonus: When cultivating in a stationary position, the effect is tripled.

Current time dilation 36%.

Type: Growth

Eric almost kicked himself in annoyance. 
That Awakened boost! 
He had the points to advance this earlier. How much cultivation had he lost? That triple cultivation boost was huge. It didn’t match Fiona’s benefit, but it closed the gap, and if he got such an upgrade for reaching the Awakened stage, what monster benefits would come from future advancements? The higher advancement steps came with increasing advantages. It was almost unheard of for someone improving to Adept to not gain multiple traits while the odds of advancing to Awakened were reversed, with very few people getting a trait.
The six percent boost was permanent, and while relatively minor in the scheme of things, it meant if he kept the bubble running constantly, it would give him an additional thirty years of time to prepare for the Traclaon Armageddon. For every seventeen years that passed, he would get an extra year relative to if he hadn’t used the soul boon points on Temporal Bubble. In fact, the more he considered it investing in Temporal Bubble was the logical course.
“Thirty years,” he whispered.
“It’s a lot, sir,” the butler agreed behind him, almost making him jump.
That boost was massive. No wonder Guidance had pushed for him to use the ability.
He thought for a moment, checked his points, and bought an extra level of Temporal Bubble to take him to a time dilation of thirty-eight percent. He figured an extra ten years to prepare was worthwhile.
“How many?”
Available soul boon points - 7

He was back to being dirt poor from a point perspective but was happy with the upgrades he had achieved. Soul Scouting was a devastatingly powerful trait, and he couldn’t wait to see what it would do as his soul transitioned to Awakened and then to Evolved, and that skill upgraded two more levels.
Soul Scouting (V)!

Eric was sure it would be incredible. The trait, at a minimum, would improve in capturing names and details of his enemies’ boons and augmentations, but it was the influence abilities that interested him. Sound and kinetic abilities had been gifted so far, and both would provide much utility. Sound was incredibly flexible, and the kinetic push was already dangerous on the battlefield if used appropriately. A distraction, even for just a few microseconds, could change the course of a fight, and it would only get better. 
Besides those two known influence abilities strengthening, there were additional skills that might manifest. Eric struggled to imagine what the next one would be. Maybe his boons could act by increasing the utility of his Flaming Joy boon by letting him use it at longer distances, potentially even outside of the line of sight. Or possibly it would be an ability to create light or electricity or gravity or… Eric couldn’t think what else would be included, but he was sure it would be a significant change.










CHAPTER 12





ERIC LEFT
Meditative Perfect Recall for the real world. The body hijacker kept him twisting and convoluting in ways that Eric hadn’t known were possible as the drones dragged him home. Eric cultivated, and in a short period, he was tossed back into his hotel room. The drones watched him, waiting for instructions.
He gave them a thumbs-up, and they went to work. The metal plate clicked into place, and a host of expensive nanos were utilized to remove any signs of the cuts the drones had made. Eric lay on his bed, using his triple time dilation while staying still to continue the slow process of enhancing his soul. Like he often had to, he focused on his skin, a tiny patch, squeeze and release, making sure that he was precise in his application of energy and only got the skin and none of the fat and muscle under. 
Each cycle created a physical sensation of a series of pinpricks. Eric persisted while Soul Scouting let him watch the progress of the robots fixing his room. The already faint line kept disappearing. He had faith in Zhong, and that was who had put together the plan, and to date, it had gone perfectly. Zhong and the people he trusted would not make a mistake in the cleanup. When those nanos finished, not even the active scanning of someone who knew where to look would be able to find the cut. 
The line vanished in two hours, but Zhong had told him it would take six. So he waited, and when the time expired, Eric checked out of the hotel. He took the jump ships the cargo company had organized and got back to his asteroid mining. 
Energy filled him. Everything was coming together. He could soon spend time properly with Fiona while preparing for the coming expedition. When he considered the fact that he was about to leave HC#001, Eric acknowledged the secondary issue. While he was gone, the network of sniffers that he had painstakingly constructed might become accidentally exposed. It would only take one analyst in one intelligence agency to provide a thread that could allow them to unravel his entire network. It was a remote possibility; after all, his information structure had rules and contingencies built in place. If an enemy searched for his code strings, then everything he had created would react to maintain his privacy. While he had faith, the responses were all pre-programmed, and they might not respond appropriately if he wasn’t around to direct them.
Eric internally debated whether to leave them active or scale back operations. It was a line ball decision. On the one hand, it was exceedingly unlikely that it would be compromised, and even if it was, then it was another lotto event probability that the automatic reaction would fail to address the problem. Offsetting that was the reality that the network wasn’t doing much currently.
Why should he expose himself to risk for no gain? The first consideration won out, and like always, the simple fact was that human technology would not expose him, and continued data gathering might eventually help him take out the other two gangs. He would be in a better position when he returned from HC#002 if they had extracted the intelligence he needed for his next escalation against the two criminal organizations.
Eric kept up his routine of taking Rose out, doing his secret training, and then jumping her back, and then every rest day meeting up with Fiona.
They switched him to a different asteroid. It was at the surface mining stage, which meant no concealed practicing. Three days, Eric promised himself, and then he would find an excuse to quit. Doing his job in the standard way of sitting in his cockpit and watching videos made him itch, but at least he could cultivate the whole time. The moment Rose finished, he jumped back to base. 
“A hundred-credit fine.” 
He responded to the annoying algorithm on autopilot, escalating his words.
Automatically, he connected to the network. Like always, there was a flood of information. His processor spun.
Priority Delta Alert.

Eric’s breath caught despite himself as he read the message displayed by his artificial eyes. 
“Sir,” the mining company’s AI prompted him. 
Eric didn’t have time for its crap. “Do what you want,” he croaked, his mouth dry. Goosebumps formed on his arm. 
This was bad.
A delta alert! 
He knew by heart what each type of alert represented. The processor reminded him.
Delta Alert - Contact of autonomous sniffer with active alien code.

When?
His processor parsed the data package.
Twenty hours ago. 
That was about what he expected. The way he propagated the encrypted information back to himself protected his identity but meant delays would occur. It was a necessary evil. He didn’t want someone tracking him as easily as he had followed Tyler’s communication back to his bosses. 
Where?
More searching. This was less precise. All he could track was where his sniffer had made contact.
Jupiter. He had just slaughtered almost a hundred Flower Kettles. Now, there was alien code near the base of their operation. 
It might not be them, but Occam’s razor suggested otherwise. 
Eric reviewed the mass of information coming back to him. Contingencies had already been triggered. Self-delete had been initiated across his network, and a specialized monitoring virus was released to thwart the alien code. The counterintelligence routines had been active for sixteen hours, and there were no flares in the inner system and nine in the outer. In the scheme of things, nine wasn’t many.
More evidence that it was related to the Kettles, and it also meant Eric had time. Whoever had been hired was taking it slowly and carefully. 
Alien code! 
The Kettles had panicked and employed an expert to track down their enemies. None of his intelligence had suggested that Flower Kettles had a relationship with any alien races, but it was clear that they did. Eric almost slapped himself in annoyance. Of course, the aliens would court criminal gangs and support them to weaken emerging civilizations. In retrospect, it was obvious. The probable seeker that had unleashed the alien code was most likely not being directed personally at him. It almost certainly wasn’t an unsanctioned attempt to flush out the reborn, but Eric was never one to believe in coincidences. 
Bastards.
The hired alien would do what it could for the Flower Kettles, but if it got a sniff of a reborn, Eric knew it would drop everything to follow that trail, even if doing so burned the gang that had brought it in. 
Nothing to be seen here. The Flower Kettles were doing what he would have done. If he had witnessed a major competitor being destroyed and then the devastating attack on PartySky, he, too, with the resources of Flower Kettles, would have hired someone to locate whoever was acting in the shadows. The only surprise was the expert they had selected.
Alien code. 
It always came back to that.
His throat was so dry. 
But if an expert of another species was involved, then he had to function on the assumption that he would be exposed or, at the very least, his network guttered. Human programs wouldn’t find him, but alien? He wasn’t arrogant enough to assume that his digital footprint could not be tracked, which meant it would be.
Guidance stirred.
Eric instinctively shrank away. Guidance,
as always, was implacable and completely oblivious to his reaction. The rippling, infinite nothingness reached down and plucked him up.
Internally, he screamed.
Something was off with the movements. It felt like he was being thrown sideways rather than down. Vertigo gripped him. Blacks, purples, and dark blues assaulted him.
Eric felt himself land with a crash and instinctively rolled as the breath was blown out of him. His heart hammered, and it tasted like his brain was going to explode.
Guidance was gone, and Eric’s teeth ached. Hard, featureless concrete that he had seen on dozens of worlds was under his hands. With a groan, he lifted his head and looked around.
The space was familiar–a spartan concrete platform with a single terminal within it.
“Guidance threw me into Meditative Perfect Recall?” he whispered, confusion running through him.
When it reached for him, he had been assuming that it would throw him into a memory. Being here instead made no sense.
“What in the voidest is happening?”
Nothing answered him. His breaths rasped through him, and sweat beaded on his forehead. With a gasp, he lowered his head, pressing himself against the cold concrete surface. That had been terrifying. And the bloody thing probably didn’t even realize what its very presence did to him. It doubtlessly thought it had been helping him. 
Subconsciously, he checked his teeth with his tongue. They were aching, and he had seen documentaries where radiation poisoning had made teeth fall out. That was what it felt like. He attempted to wriggle them to see if they were as loose as they felt.
Solid and undamaged; of course they were. 
Two minutes, Eric thought. Two minutes to compose himself and recover. He was in Meditative Perfect Recall, so he had the time.
One minute. With a groan of protest, he rolled off his stomach and sat on the ground, head in his hands, as the adrenaline surge faded. Guidance was an amazing boon, but it came with some significant downsides. Finally, his heart rate dropped, and he got to his feet and walked over to the terminal with suspicion about what he would see. It hadn’t thrown him into this space on a whim, then it meant there was a new quest or an existing one had been changed and Guidance wanted him to know immediately. 
The terminal was there, and he tapped it to turn it on.
Quest #7 - Find a new identity.

Difficulty: Trivial

The presence of a seeker searching for Eric Peters means that your existing identity is compromised. Abandon your current identity and gain a new one before the seeker traces the digital trails back to you.

Reward: 6 soul boon points.

Compromised. 
His heart was thumping once more. 
He was out of his depth. 
An actual seeker! It was confirmed. Guidance didn’t get things.
Guidance giving a quest meant more than any suppositions or theories or risk analysis. It could see the future. He remembered all too well the quest around that second assassin team. It had identified that five enemies were coming before there was any evidence. 
Eric looked around, trying to ground himself. The Meditative Perfect Recall world was beautiful. The concrete pillar above the exquisite sea, and in the sky above him, six stars twinkled, each of which stored one of his ongoing research projects. The only blemish was the ugly additions of his terminal and chair. A terminal that was still flashing, which meant he hadn’t reviewed all that Guidance was offering.
Eric deliberately looked away and out across the sea. There was something about the space that relaxed and soothed him.
“Options?” he asked, his voice quivering slightly from stress.
The question wasn’t about quest #7 but the larger problem. If Guidance had done nothing, he would still be here checking things out. 
The sea boiled, and Eric could feel the AI straining to answer his questions.
A screen appeared with suggested options:
 
	New Identity
	Bunker Down
	Counterattack

Eric studied them in surprise. Counterattack? Was that even possible? 
The other options were expected. New identity was the safest and one that he knew his bosses back in his previous life would have recommended, and with Guidance throwing its own weight behind it, Eric realized that was the one he would ultimately choose. 
Getting a new identity would be easy. As per the protocols, the brass had drilled into all of them, Eric was ready to stage his death. Everything was already prepared for the clone and multiple established identities he could step into. For some of those identities, the existing occupants would have to be removed, but versus the future of humanity, that was an action he wouldn’t hesitate to take. 
Bunker down was basically keeping everything the same while muddying the water, hoping he could lay so many false trails that his tracker would give up. Arrogant and something Eric would never have considered, even without Guidance’s interference. Then there was that last option. 
That interested him. 
“How?”
The sea quivered.
“You set a trap,” the butler said after a moment of hesitation.
“Success chance.”
The butler laughed nervously. “Can’t be calculated.”
A giant IMAX-style screen appeared at the edge of the pillar. Code flooded down it, then diagrams explaining how to lead an opposing seeker into the trap; ways to force the seeker to physical locations where they could be exposed and then eliminated.
“Voidest,” Eric cursed.
“Exactly,” the formal butler voice agreed.
“I need to kill myself anyway?”
“Yes.” 
Eric glanced once more at quest #7. It wasn’t much, but extra soul points were at least something. The terminal flashed insistently, so with a touch, he brought up the next item.
Quest #8 – Kill the Seeker.

Difficulty: Very Hard.

A seeker is acting illegally in human space. While it has turned its attention to tracking down a threat to the Flower Kettles, you can also guarantee it has ulterior motives to weaken humanity and also hunt down a potential reborn.

Protect humanity by eliminating the seeker.

Reward: 50 soul boon points and other rewards depending on performance.

He wasn’t surprised. Guidance had done this before. Waited until Eric thought of an action before issuing the quest. Admittedly, in this case, Eric acknowledged that the quest may have been present before he had considered the action. After all, he hadn’t checked. Prior to it predicting those five assassins, Eric had toyed with the idea that he was guiding the creation of quests. It was possible that he still was.
Eric pursed his lips and then laughed to himself. Possibly didn’t mean likely. Guidance didn’t seem the type to leave something to chance if, instead, it could bludgeon someone half to death by breathing heavily and getting what it wanted that way. 
The soul boon points were welcome, and the potential for additional rewards was intriguing. Yet that wasn’t the most important feature of the quest and wasn’t what made up Eric’s mind. It was the fact that it existed that let him plan to kill the seeker. After all, it meant it could be done, and if it could be killed, then that was what Eric was going to do. 
It might have been working for a human, but it was no friend of humanity. There was a chance he could kill it, and so Eric would. There had to be consequences for those preying on his race, and as the reborn, it was his job to bring them.
“We’re doing one and three.” 
“That’s a good choice, sir.”
The sea shivered, and extra information was added to the plans he had already seen. Then it shot into the sky to form a star to remind him of what he had to do.
“Thank you.”
Eric opened his eyes. His heart was still thundering in his chest, his teeth aching. The recovery in the Meditative Perfect Recall space didn’t carry over into physical reality. 
He was going to get a new identity, but the question was whether he should die or just disappear. The first was the safest. The second was best for his parents.
Eric laughed sadly. 
Sorry, Mum.
Humanity had to come first. At least the large amount of credits Eric had earned would help them out somewhat when they inherited them.
The next day, Eric arrived at work to take Rose out for the last time. 
Vandeligt saw him. “How’s your girl Rose doing?”
“Got a hard surface but can’t complain. She lets me enter her whenever I want,” he quipped back. Vandeligt roared with laughter. 
Eric loaded up his gear, and once he was done, the cockpit was tight. Replacement Eric, his clone, wasn’t stored as a single piece. It was in multiple parts, but that was fine. If everything went as he planned, there would be no issues. Death by accidental meteorite collision was rare and potentially unknown. There was a lot of empty space out there, but there were tens of thousands of trips per day, and it wasn’t like anyone had the control to avoid the near-random trajectories of the various astronomical bodies. For that reason, no one bothered mapping them.
This jump needed to be perfect. Strapped to his chest was his own calculation crystal. Sourced from the black market, it was significantly better than the one installed on Rose. It had the precise coordinates that he needed. His mind engaged, mapping the numbers, predicting milliseconds in advance.
The numbers from the crystal and his mind matched perfectly.
Eric willed himself to be elsewhere.
There was a shift of reality, and he slumped in his seat. His head felt heavy, and he knew he needed to move, but the exhaustion overwhelmed him. 
While he struggled with the expected jump weakness, the drone he had brought went to work even while Rose’s computer program calculated where he had ended up. It would determine that he had missed the jump by a hundred thousand kilometers, which was actually pretty damn good.
Then the cockpit popped open, and magnetic propulsion expelled him to a speed of eight meters per second, and then a standard rocket stream accelerated him further. 
He was still struggling to recover. 
The oxygen mask was on. The calculation crystal strapped to his chest was functioning, and for all intents and purposes, his spacesuit was a fully operating ship. Eric’s hacking thread triggered micro-adjustments in his stabilizer engines, and he rotated in space.
Rose was barely visible. The slight light in the cockpit let him see it and the glint of reflected sunlight. 
He wanted to witness it. Every part of him knew it was silly, but he felt like he owed Rose that much. It was over in a blink as the asteroid with a relative velocity to him of two kilometers per second flashed past. No noise, no explosion, just a dark flash in his perception, and Rose was gone. 
Direct hit.

The message from his processor hung there. The result of a program he had set up because he knew his physical sensors could not track what was happening.
Rose was now a smear on the asteroid's surface. His clone body was a scattering of cooling liquid filled with DNA that would conclusively confirm the event. 
“Sorry, Mum,” he whispered as he floated through space.
He was safe. Nothing powerful enough would be focused on this area of space to pick him up by accident. Even if they did, he would be a chunk of space rock probably knocked off by the collision. No one would think to look, and if they did, he would be long gone before any investigators reached him. 
Eric Peters was dead. His poor parents. Just to be sure, he checked the quest.
Quest #7 - Find a new identity.

Step 1 complete. 1 soul boon point awarded.

Two more minutes passed, and his condition improved sufficiently to try another jump. Like before, he knew exactly where he wanted to be, and he needed to leave quickly. The longer he stayed, the greater the chance of him being discovered either via the jump or visual clues. He expanded his soul to encase his space suit. It was ridiculously easy, taking microseconds. Numbers kept updating, and he fell into his normal routine, trying to match them to his future target. 
Now. 
Reality shifted, and Eric gasped in exhaustion once more. Jumps close together were significantly more exhausting than if you took longer to recover, but because he was just moving himself instead of another sapient, he could chain them if required.
He closed his eyes, and colors struck him. When he opened his eyes, the screen had the row of numbers he was after. Two sets of numbers, the one he had used and the ones the calculation crystal had been displaying.
His heart sank.
“It was a large miss, sir.”
There was silence. The butler didn’t need to say that. Eric knew, looking at those displayed numbers, that he had missed the jump. 
The butler cleared its throat behind him. “If you want, sir, I can show you several studies that conclusively demonstrate that insignificant recovery between jumps materially degrades accuracy.”
Eric waved his hand dismissively. “I know. But I’m still annoyed.”
Eric left Meditative Perfect Recall but didn’t bother to look around. He was in a different part of the asteroid belt. The exact spot he didn’t know, but searching with instruments as imprecise as his eyes would not help. 
Passive sensors clicked on to determine his exact location. He missed Rose. She had triangulated his position in these situations in less than thirty seconds. 
Three minutes later, the results came in. 
Four light seconds, and thirty thousand kilometers per second off the velocity he had aimed for. It was a massive miss and forced Eric to change his plans. Rather than jumping straight to his destination, he knew he would need to add in an extra stage.
Time was on his side, and to avoid another mistake, Eric decided to wait until he was fully recovered before jumping again. 
Time passed. A new set of numbers.
Reality shifted, and sixty kilometers away from the asteroid he was aiming for sped through space. Too far to see any detail with his eyes, even his enhanced mechanical ones, but the spot cameras decorated over his skin collectively captured sufficient light to recreate the contours and holes in the rock. 
Position was not as perfect as he hoped, but he was at least matching the speed of the asteroid. The rock was huge, with a diameter of almost four kilometers, and there was an active mining operation on its surface. Lucas’ unholy amalgamation of personal carrier and cargo transport called the King’s Shiv was docked. 
For now, he just needed to get to it. 
Eric’s system carefully calculated the jump. This time, he was close, and their velocity vectors matched the barely changing numbers. This was an easy jump for someone with his skill.
He willed himself to move.
Reality shifted.
Half a meter below him was the access hatch he had been aiming for. Magnetic grapplers from his suit detached, made contact, and then drew him down until he rested on the surface. Eric knew his drone that had been on his back had spread a metallic cloth across to hide him. Between that and how dark he was in the shadow, Eric was confident he would not be found. The cloak was probably unnecessary, but he programmed it anyway. As a stealth operative, he understood the importance of paying attention to the smaller details.
His mind felt wrecked. Four jumps so close together, even with the extended break between the last two, had taxed him severely. Once he was fully recovered, he entered the manual code to open the hatch. It was an old-school tumbler lock. There was no electronic monitoring here. Then he physically opened the airlock to reduce the power drain and slipped into the narrow internal space before shutting the heavy metal door. 
Breathable air flooded the small space, and then he went through the second airlock and floated down into Lucas’ personal quarters. 
Success. Now, he only had to wait for the captain to get back.










CHAPTER 13





ERIC STOPPED his cultivation as he felt the energy flow over him. It was a familiar experience, someone’s else soul brushing over yours as they got ready to jump. There was no way to determine who was driving the ship, but based on the speed that the power spread, it was someone relatively powerful. It was almost certainly Lucas. 
For whatever reason, he had decided to jump before going to his quarters. Eric frowned in annoyance. He had wanted the other man’s help to establish a new identity, but now… 
Damn.
At least now Lucas knows I’m here.
Or at least he would if he had been paying attention. Then Eric thought things through. Lucas, while more powerful, lacked Eric’s skills, and with dozens of people on board, even Eric might have missed an unexpected presence on the ship.
Damn, he’s not going to realize.
Even worse, Eric could not remember a single time after jumping that he had gone to his quarters instead of straight into the station. All jump pilots were the same. You would arrive at the new destination crippled and exhausted. While the vessel used mundane engines to dock, you might progress to only be fatigued, but unless you had left something in your cabin, you would not return there. Instead, the pilot would recover on the most comfortable seat on the ship and then immediately retreat into the more luxurious station.
It was what Eric had done every time, and Lucas would as well.
Could he stay in the cabin? Maybe, but if the ship got put into storage and everyone got off it, then he needed to be invisible under external scans.
Could he risk Soul Scouting?
How good was Lucas’ information security?
Was there any downside to a more conservative approach?
The captain’s cabin was completely free of any observational devices by prior agreement. Currently, he was unseen.
Did he wait or… The different considerations flashed through his mind.
Eric sighed.
Plan B it was.
He picked himself off the couch and went to the whiteboard attached to the drink cupboard. There was a shift of reality as he reached it.
Some people were sensitive to jumps, but Eric wasn’t one of them.
Eric scrawled a note on the whiteboard.
Putting myself in storage.
When Lucas eventually retreated to his cabin, he would see the message and know what to do. Once it was safe, Lucas would get him out, and that would probably occur when there was a new identity to step into.
For now, it was too dangerous to stay unshielded. A human lifeform on a ship, even a ten-thousand-ton ship like this, would be picked up by the station’s routine security. 
How did this work again? he thought while circling the bed.
He couldn’t see anything obvious. His fingers searched for a hidden button and found nothing. The bed clearly hid a storage space, as there was no other reason to make it so large and bulky. Plus, Lucas had assured Eric that he had included the failsafe for him, and he wasn’t sure Guidance would let the man lie to him. 
There was a lip to the bed frame. A centimeter-wide edge that went all the way down one side. Again, it was unnatural. Eric put his fingers under the convenient space and pulled upward.
The bed shifted immediately and rose, supported by hydraulics. Ten centimeters thick steel, and underneath was the smuggler spot Eric had been expecting. 
Lucas’ bed was giant, almost twice the size of a typical sleeping berth, and set over a meter off the floor. The space inside was no better than a coffin courtesy of the massive amount of steel and protective systems built in. A fully enclosed self-sustainable life support unit, multiple air gaps, and mixes of metals made it look solid from outside scans. It was the perfect smugglers’ crate both now and in five hundred ‘years’ time. Eric had specified what he wanted, and he was sure Lucas had delivered.
Time, he reminded himself.
There was no time, as it had taken him almost ten minutes to find the damn latch. The ship had to be close to the station. Lucas was a superb pilot, so docking would probably occur within minutes. He clambered in and grimaced at the tiny space. Reaching up, he grabbed the conveniently placed handholds and pulled.
The heavy lid started closing, and he dropped his hands to his side as it descended.
First, the narrow wedge of the room vanished, and then, as it closed further, the light leaking through the sides also died.
While he could not see, he knew the lid continued to close.
There was a click, and he lifted his hand.
Yep, it was like an old-style coffin like from a vampire movie. There wasn’t even sufficient space to rotate from his back to rest on his stomach. 
He had suffered worse.
Soft contour-shaping material was under him, ensuring some level of comfort. Hard metal above. Almost complete sensory deprivation. For someone without an Awakened soul, Eric knew sustained captivity and sensory deprivation like what was about to happen to him would classify as torture. Even a person with an Awakened soul would probably struggle as cultivation could only do so much, but with Meditative Perfect Recall and his Soul Scouting in a pinch, Eric was confident that he could remain in the tight confines for months. But not happily. 
He didn’t expect to use Soul Scouting. This smugglers’ case was to hide him, and if he interacted with the outside world, it meant the outside world could see him. He was in this to disappear, and while Soul Scouting was generally undetectable, nope. That word generally was the problem. There were artifacts, augments, and traits that could detect soul activity, and in a station with hundreds of people with chaotic souls, his Soul Scouting was sufficiently subtle that it was unlikely to be noticed… but on an empty ship?
Now that he was safe, Eric took a moment to increase his protections. By habit, he programmed a few failsafes into his drone and suit. The safeguards were simple: oxygen levels, various toxins, and vibrations that would show that he was no longer alone. Then he found and clicked into the safety lock that would prevent the bed from being accidentally opened, and with such thick protective steel outside of soul Blades, he would be gone with a personal Soul Jump before they got through. 
He was being paranoid, but his survival training demanded no less. You stayed alive behind enemy lines by getting the small things right. He briefly stared up into the darkness.
“How long?” he whispered.
Lucas should discover his message in a day or two, then another to get him an identity. Two days best case, and a week if Lucas was slow.
“Not great, but not tragic.”
With a sigh, he created flame, and from the reflections, he could see the roof of the hiding space was perfectly smooth and just a couple of centimeters above his nose. He didn’t know what else he had expected. After all, he had seen the surface when it was shutting above him.
No matter how he wanted to spin it, he had put himself into an old-school torture chamber. Eric rolled his eyes in the darkness. “The things I do to preserve my reborn anonymity.”
Then he chuckled to himself. He would do a lot worse.
Eric shut his eyes and concentrated internally. 
Soul Stage–Newly Awakened

Soul Traits:

 
	Tier 4: Soul Scouting (III), Epic Absorption
	Tier 3: Large, Variable Projection, Silent, Armored Soul, Unity
	Tier 2: Soul Defense

Soul Base Traits: Soul Optimization (II), Dimensional Charging (IV), Soul Augmentation cannibalization (III), Cultivation (I)

Soul Disciplines (5): Armor (7), Soul Jump (10), Defense (2) + 5, Blade (4), Cower (2), Projection (0.5) 

Physical Might (1*):
Classification–NA. Subskills: Strength (2), Agility (1)

Sensory Capability (2):
Classification–Uncommon. Subskills: - Vision (2), Hearing (1), Smell (1), Interpretation (4)

Offensive Augmentations: Hacking (38)

Defensive Augmentations: NA

Boons: Flaming Joy (4)

Hidden Boons:
Temporal bubble (7), Meditative Perfect Recall, Guidance

Since his soul had become Newly Awakened, there had been relatively few changes. He had black market purchased augments to use cannibalization on, only to discover that his Soul Base Traits were limited to just four in total, and the best single trait he had got was Cultivation (I).
Cultivation (I)

Enhance cultivation speed by 3%

Eric grimaced at that trait and reminded himself that every bit counted.
His soul disciplines, unfortunately, were lopsided, which resulted from too much time spent actively practicing skills as opposed to cultivating, which would have raised everything in tandem. Eric didn’t regret that choice in the slightest. He needed his strength, and the fight with that Flower Kettle fighter would have gone sideways without his unique build. Then again, if he had lacked his Armor and Blade ability, he would have been more cautious in initiating the attack. 
Chicken and egg sort of thing. 
Now trapped, he could do nothing except cultivate. Temporal Bubble ran continuously. 
Eric knew he was in a delirious state, and dreams of being powerful enough to cut up the bug-eyed dog’s heroes kept him focused. He imagined his soul Blade being so intense that he could deplete their shields with a single blow. There would be none of these ‘trading blows for days’ type of fight. He would get strong and then overpower and crush them with extreme prejudice. 
He slept and dreamt of Fiona, which wasn’t unusual.
When he awoke, he cultivated. 
Then fell asleep again.
He awoke gasping. Tendrils of the dream were slipping away, eel-like, but the aliens had found him, and he had still been weak. His heart was beating so hard that further rest was impossible, so in the darkness, he kept progressing his soul development. There were sessions of dreamless sleep, Fiona, and then another nightmare.
A kaleidoscope of colors hit him.
“How long?”
“Six days.” 
Eric pondered that answer. Something must have gone wrong. Lucas must be aware of where he was by now. The man was bound by Guidance, so it wasn’t like he could have betrayed him.
He could open the sarcophagus from the inside, but he held back his impatience. The lack of information petrified him, but he could only see the downside of leaving his shielded hiding spot. Eric Peters had very little to do with Lucas Matthews. While he had saved the other man’s life by feeding him future knowledge, the two of them had never officially met. Anyone snooping on Eric’s life would not find any links to Lucas.
Decision made, he kept his focus.
A fresh burst of colors.
“Eleven days, sir.” The butler’s voice sounded frustrated. “Just like it was three hours ago, and two hours before that and…”
“Point taken,” Eric said finally. “I needed to hear a human voice.”
“I’m not that, sir.”
“Another voice,” he corrected.
“Might I suggest you request more interesting subject matter, then, sir.”
Eric wished there was a physical person to go with the voice to give him someone to glare at. 
“Why do you think he is taking so long?”
The ocean seethed, and storm clouds formed and then cleared. 
“Look at that, sir; adding in five hours of memories where you were stuck in sensory deprivation changed exactly zero.”
Eric rubbed his forehead. 
They all knew what to do. 
The list hung in front of him, the same as what he had compiled eight days ago. The two most likely outcomes were Lucas had been arrested, or he was waiting until their expedition launched before releasing Eric. If Lucas was worried about aliens, then that second option was more than possible. Everyone bound to him knew he was happy to be put in storage, so to speak, for extended periods. It wasn’t like the time would be wasted.
There were thirteen days until their scheduled departure date. After that deadline, he would break out. Until then, he would keep to his systemic strengthening exercises.
The days dragged on. 
The desire to take a peek kept growing. Soul Scouting was almost… No, he was lying to himself. In the other fights, he had used it because he was confident that the enemy didn’t have the skills to detect it. Even if they had, in the heat of battle or walking along a station, that touch of soul energy might not provoke a reaction because so many random soul energy spikes were occurring because of the surrounding population. Here, if here was attached to a non-pressurized dock, then there might be nothing around to his him.
If those circumstances, if someone or something were looking for him, then Soul Scouting would be like lighting a beacon. If he was in a port, then to prevent theft, the authorities actively monitored the parked ship, and if the vessel was rented out, the hiring captain could notice the unexpected soul energy usage on his ship. The only time Soul Scouting would be safe was if they were in space and Lucas was alone, and if that were the case, Lucas would have already visited him.
He needed to lie like the dead.
Based on the reality jumps that had been occurring, Eric was pretty confident the ship was working a delivery route. There were lots of jumps, and apart from three times, he hadn’t noticed the chaotic ball of soul turbulence that a densely populated station represented. 
He could peek… 
Just to check what was happening in Lucas’ room.
Bad. Very bad. Stay patient. He repeated the words over and over in his head to reinforce them. 
A shift of perspective followed by a blast of colors.
Eric stretched, enjoying the illusion of freedom. “Is HC#102 worth visiting? I mean, apart from for the boon.”
The sea spread out before him churned. No bubbles rose from the surface.
“No.” 
“What? That’s it?”
“Yes, sir.”
“It must have had some redeeming feature?”
“Indeed it did, sir. The remnants of HC#102’s civilization advanced humanity’s mundane standard dimensional technology. There were no high-tech devices with soul imprints recorded.”
“But that by itself is interesting? Isn’t it?”
“Not really, sir. According to church records, three percent of rediscovered systems show no soul imprints, and HC#002 had the ruins. Even if they were no better than medieval.”
“Oh.” 
“Something you might be interested in is that a study in the same archive concludes, based on statistics from sub-light speed exploration, that discovery jumps are far more likely to discover an ancient civilization with technology than no technology. It is thought the process of attuning random jumps is significantly higher to go to a world with high technology.”
“Makes sense.”
“Anything else, sir?”
He was tempted to ask how long, but he bit his tongue.
He returned to the real world and went through the standard routine. This time, bones first. Bone by bone, he progressed through his body, overlaying his consciousness over the entire bone and then oscillated the energy as fast as he could. Then he would repeat that with the next one.
The pink colors with green mixed in were like bullets slamming into his brain. It took him a moment to catch his balance. Then he threw himself immediately into a basic sword kata.
“Twenty-two days, sir.” The condemnation in the butler’s voice was clear. 
“I thought I was doing better.”
“It has been a grand total of four hours and thirty-nine minutes since you last asked.”
“That’s pretty good.”
“Sir. You have also stated that I need to remind you at the twenty-three-day mark and every four hours after that.”
“Yeah,” Eric agreed sheepishly.
“And there is no model that agrees that breaking out exactly a day after the expedition was supposed to leave is preferable. An extra hour or day won’t matter at that point. Weeks more is optimal.”
“Well, yes.”
The butler said nothing further. “Is that all?” Eric finally asked.
“I believe you are well aware of the ridiculousness of your actions, sir.”
Eric smiled.
“One day more, and I will be free.”
“If the expedition leaves on time.”
“Well, I guess I should keep getting stronger.”
Eric returned to the real world and launched into cultivating his organs. It was a continuous cycle. Kidney first, the soul energy flowed into the organ like breathing or blood. In, a long pause while the pressure built, and then out before repeating it over and over. Each cycle took about four seconds, and he did between five and twenty cycles per organ, depending on their size.
The internal alarm that he had gotten his own AI to set went off. 
“Ten minutes.”
Eric cultivated while watching the countdown. Ten minutes went and passed. Eric had a sinking feeling. It was possible they were running late. If Lucas wasn’t just holding off releasing him until they were safe in HC#002, then things got a lot more complicated. 
He would need to break out. His hiding spot was so good because it was separated from the network. Unless he used Soul Scouting, he couldn’t determine what was waiting outside. 
Minutes ticked by.
Then an hour, then a second hour. 
He struggled with the temptation of using Soul Scouting. It was almost undetectable. ‘Almost,’ unfortunately, wasn’t undetectable. 
Apparently, something had gone very wrong, but the fact that he was alive meant that it was probably not related to him.
He shut his eyes to a kaleidoscope of color.
A bored voice greeted him. “Yes, sir? The likely causes have not changed. Probabilities have barely altered. An enemy will not be waiting for you when you break out.” 
“Yeah, I thought so.”
“Anything else, sir?”
“No.”
He was back in the real world waiting once more, but for the first time in twenty-four days or more, like seventy-two after the Temporal Bubble, he lacked the focus to cultivate. Eric checked his status, knowing that he had progressed.
Soul Disciplines (6 (+1)): Armor (8 (+1)), Soul Jump (11 (+1)), Defense (4 (+2)) + 5, Blade (5 (+1)), Cower (3 (+1)), Propulsion (1.5 (+1))

Eric nodded. The time spent hadn’t been wasted. He had upgraded everything by one and Defense by two. Yes, he had cultivated seventeen hours a day for forty-six days but having that yield over one soul level was damn good and testimony to how efficient the technique the cultivation genius had given him performed. 
What could he do?
As he had done regularly, a mini-dragon made of flames manifested and danced along his skin. He could not see most of it, but the focus was important.
With a thought, he was plunged into darkness. It was incredibly unlikely, but he had been limiting the use in case his flames increased the temperature of the bed more than they should have. 
He flexed his Soul Armor and felt it spread out. He could now form a shield large enough to cover his chest and make it persist for five seconds if he pushed it. Just like he was practicing when the assassins were hunting him and Fiona, Eric generated shields in different parts of his body. Ten shields in all. Then he moved them, dematerialized them from his feet, and recreated them over his fist. If he had a faster perception, that would let him stop a hail of bullets from multiple angles.
Bored again, the dragon came alive once more. It strained his abilities. The act of getting it to project light while making it almost heatless was difficult. He could still feel it when the flame touched his skin. The manifestation threw flickering shadows across his coffin’s roof. 
He snuffed the magic. 
Too much and a sensitive instrument might detect you.
Logic and his common sense said no, that worrying about being caught like that was paranoid. Eric believed it because Mediative Perfect Recall had calculated probabilities, and he knew which of the two opposing points of view he trusted. The alien AI with access to a significant proportion of human knowledge or his biological brain? 
What else could have happened? It was possible that the King’s Shiv had been shot out of commission at some point. If he were on a dead ship, creating heat would stand out, though life support systems sort of did that anyway. The residual heat from the atomic battery would hide most of that. After all, the complicated systems that kept him alive were just borrowing that heat energy for a short period to allow his body to live and create background heat as it did so. While his existence and the associated life support systems could not be told apart from the energy output of the battery, any extra heat created by his boon would be noticed.
He would stick to the plan and then use Soul Scouting to investigate once it was clear something had gone seriously wrong. 
Soul energy swept around him. 
Eric checked the time. It was three hours after the expedition was supposed to set off. If they were, in fact, leaving, then the ship would need to navigate to the beacon field that linked to HC#002. One big jump close to the beacon, and then a smaller jump to connect to it, and then the pilot would need to invest a heap of power for the final jump to the new solar system.
Cautiously, he monitored the power. It felt like a medium jump based on how quickly it had moved through him on the way to covering the whole jump.
Reality distorted.
Come on, another jump, he prayed. 
Soul energy swept over him. Once more.
This wave moved fast. Too fast to be anything other than a micro-jump unless the person on the other side had a Soul Jump level of fifty plus, which was plainly ridiculous at this point in Earth’s history… at least on the bunch of almost scrap metal which was the King’s Shiv.
Reality distorted.
Over a minute passed, and then, with agonizing slowness, another wave of energy passed over him. 
In the pod, he smiled. 
They were transitioning to a different solar system. 
He was going to be free. Finally, he could get out of the coffin.










CHAPTER 14





REALITY DISTORTED.
Eric almost cheered in relief. One medium, then a micro-jump followed by another longer one that could only be inter-solar. The power that had been invested in that last jump and that extra hitch to the reality distortion was familiar.
They were no longer on HC#001. 
The expedition had started. 
That meant that the chance of prying eyes was gone. HC#002 had never had an alien presence because humans had been paranoid and had not wanted to give up the value of their first new discovery. It was also most likely because the aliens had realized its lack of value early and gave humanity a fake sense of autonomy. That had thrown this bone to the humans, hoping to get more later. With the benefit of hindsight, the difference in experience had been telling between humanity and operators that had known what they were doing.
Eric suppressed that historical bitterness. One of his jobs was to fix that imbalance or at least reduce it. For now, none of that mattered. They were free from alien spies, and he could do what he wanted. 
With his Soul Scouting skill, he opened his eyes above the bed, spinning around and checking the entire room.
His heart jumped.
Fiona was at the captain’s table, scribbling something on a notepad. A page was ripped out, and her finger was tapping on that page.
Alarm filled Eric. 
She was there in the room. They were a hundred million light-years from Earth, and she wasn’t immediately pulling him out of storage. 
Not good.
Lucas had put her there for a reason.
He needed to know what she was writing.
His perspective changed instantly so that he was looking over her shoulder. He only needed a split second, and then he dropped the Soul Scouting.
The deep black of his hiding hole greeted him. 
His heart was thumping. What was she writing?
A kaleidoscope of colors struck him.
An image of the note was on the screen in front of him. It was a story, and he quickly scanned the contents. Several words jumped out to him: surveillance, alien scrutiny, physical monitoring device, comprehensive sweep.
“Is there any special code?”
“Sir, there is nothing present with any of the known ciphers.”
Then it was just a matter of trust. He looked around the Meditative Perfect Recall space. The stark beauty still inspired and, often, it acted to calm him, but not this time.
With a thought, he was back in the claustrophobic darkness.
To relax his rapid heartbeats, he ran through his Armor exercises. Forming multiple small shields and getting his soul used to multitasking where the energy manifested. His brain could not make full use of the flexibility he was developing, even enhanced with the AI and Temporal Bubble. He didn’t think fast enough. Yet. 
Eventually, a significant part of higher consciousness would be migrated away from the organic brain and into his soul space, and then his multi-tasking capability would explode. 
It was the story of this life. Desperately scrambling to meet immediate goals while simultaneously monitoring what he needed in a hundred years.
Eric sighed.
Shields crackled into existence around his body. Straining his soul, he stopped himself before he went too far. When he emerged, he wanted to be able to walk.
The temptation to reach out and check on the rest of the ship was almost overwhelming.
Blue sparks and chaotic green.
“How can I help you, sir?”
Eric froze and swallowed the question on his lips. The memories of when he and Fiona had intercepted the shipment on the first night and the clandestine meetings that followed. Then being forced to flee and being stuck here, unable to see her for weeks. She was so close, yet he had to wait.
Because…
Because he was the reborn, and safety came first. 
The memory finished with the entire station rocking due to the explosion. 
She was definitely someone special, and he prayed he would not ruin her. 
She was out there waiting and had delivered a warning. He needed to listen to that. Impatience made his muscles itch. 
Guidance stirred.
No! Eric knew the scene it was about to show him. There was only one time impatience had led to disaster, and he would not make that mistake here. 
Guidance settled.
Eric’s teeth ached, a reminder of how close he had gotten to suffering through a nightmare of his past. His blood now thundered in his head as a result of remembering that tragedy. He suspected that he knew what he would be experiencing if he had actually relived it. 
Patience was a virtue.
He would not indulge his curiosity. 
He would not risk everything because of boredom. 
Not again.
Rather than dwell on a mistake he had once made, Eric instead focused on his meditation.
Minutes dragged by. 
Internal alarms blared.
That tiny tripwire connected to the bed above him had been triggered.
Adrenaline surged in his system. 
The drone that had helped him escape Rose all those weeks ago clicked into action. It had been stimulating his muscles the whole time he had been contained to preserve muscle tone. Now, it changed focus and caused those that were not fully warmed up to flex and get ready. A second or two wasn’t much, but it would at least let him move faster. 
Soul Scouting activated. 
Fifty microseconds had passed. 
Was it time for fight, flight, or other?
Using his Soul Scouting, his perspective was from directly over his bed. 
The captain’s quarters were empty apart from Fiona. She looked happy. Glowing. 
He snapped back into his body just as the roof lifted and blinding light came through the crack. Eric flinched and immediately shut his left eyelid to protect the biological eye. His cyborg eye, of course, adjusted effortlessly.
Fiona’s beaming face was above him, and he went to leverage himself out, but Fiona was too impatient and grabbed him and tried to pluck him out. With her strength and his persistence, in moments, he was out.
“What?” he demanded.
She kissed him passionately. He lost himself in the moment. It was… fresh, unique… enjoyable.
Fiona pulled back breathlessly, then slapped him hard on his cheek.
“What were you doing dying? Did you even think of me?”
What? How? Security?
Then he put bits and pieces together. She didn’t look angry. The slap was barely strong enough to be described as such and nothing versus the strength he knew she could muster.
An act. 
“You minx,” he proclaimed and grabbed her and threw her onto the bed, which had folded back up and hid his hiding space once more.
She was laughing. 
“You…” he accused, speechless. “I…”
“Just keeping you on your toes, old man.”
With a flick of her hips, she bucked him off and reversed their position, so she was on top, her hands pinning his own. She was grinning in triumph. “Did I get you?”
“No!”
She tried tickling him. 
“Come on, I’m not ticklish.”
She flopped down beside him. “I knew you had disappeared. Hit by an asteroid, as if that was a possibility. Plus, I’m hooked into your data network.”
“You are?”
“Of course. Just passively. You shared your new routines and AI.”
“Oh, yeah.”
Eric had a non-sensitive routine that he shared with everyone that Guidance had bound, and Fiona, because of their experience in the first two weeks, got the entire download complete with future passwords. Paradoxically, he trusted her more than the others because Guidance had chosen not to force an oath on her.
“So I’m tapped in. None of the others are, but I think I’m more technology literate than them.”
“Maybe not Zhong. He’s pretty good.”
“Yeah, but he doesn’t have access to your enhanced security protocols.”
“You’ve been talking.”
“I’ve been on the ship for a couple of days. It’s been torture knowing you were here and being unable to do anything.”
“Torture for me too.”
“Twenty-four days stuck in there. Did you spend most of it in VR?”
“I cultivated.” He tossed her over his soul capability details.
Her eyes went comically wide. “You’ve gone up two levels in two months and made progress on a third?” 
Eric winked at her before showing her his improved Temporal Bubble text and highlighted the key line.
Awakened Rank Bonus: When cultivating in a stationary position, the effect is tripled.

Given that he had been stationary for the entire two months, that line had got a significant workout.
“That’s not enough.”
“This helped too.”
Epic Absorption.

This skill allows some of the cultivation potential of awakened animals you kill or contribute to the death of to be absorbed.

0.1% of their cultivation can be absorbed up to a maximum of 1.5% of cultivation required to progress to your next level. 

“There are vampiric traits?”
“Yep, this is tier 4.”
She looked at him blankly. 
“Tier 5 is the very best traits you can ever get. Tier 4 is the next level down.”
“And I have two 4 tiers?” She bit her bottom lip uncertainly.
Eric didn’t buy it for a moment. “Yes, and before you ask, you’re a nine.”
Fiona grinned. Then tapped his nose. “Don’t you forget it.”
“Those numbers basically mean it’ll take seventy kills to get a soul level, even if they are substantially stronger than me. If they are my level, then it will take almost a thousand kills.”
“That seems less than useful.”
“It doesn’t say anything about sapients. Any awakened animals count.”
Understanding flashed in Fiona’s eyes. “The natives on HC#002.”
“Exactly. I can rank up by killing non-sapient creatures, and that makes it tier 4.”
“How many natives could you hunt in a day?”
“Depends on the density. But I’ve run extermination missions before. Fully equipped, hover ships, heavy guns, you can easily kill hundreds, and there are lots of natives up to level thirty without Soul Armor on HC#002.”
“You’re telling me that this trait could let you gain a level in ten days when you’re level thirty and even faster when lower!”
“Only under the right conditions. But you’re sidetracking me. What’s happening? Happened?”
Fiona ran a hand down his face like she couldn’t believe he was here. “It was the expedition. The moment Lucas bought the exploration license, his privacy routines were triggered. Something did a full background check on him. Then when you came on board, he did a sweep of the ship, electronic and soul resonance. He noticed an object on the surface of the ship, so he kept you mothballed. Trusted you to understand and not make a mistake.”
“And I didn’t. It was torture, but I didn’t use Soul Scouting until we jumped here. And now?”
“We removed it the moment we got to HC#002.”
“That might have set off alarms.”
Fiona laughed. “The authority briefed Lucas privately, warning him that various other ships had been compromised, and encouraging him to do a sweep the moment he left HC#001. According to the church archive, the device isn’t able to communicate anything once we’re in a new solar system.”
“Who’s doing it?”
“We don’t know, but according to Lucas, they think that an interspecies conglomeration handles all of it. It’s only partially malicious. They’re trying to calculate the resources in the system. Human authorities obviously don’t want them to, but it is all cloak and dagger type of stuff. Neither side will admit to the other what they’re doing. Which means the aliens win because some human ships won’t bother checking. The aliens have thrown out a thousand lures, and most will fail, but they only need a couple of successes to get the details they’re after.”
“I was stuck in there for twenty-four days because of some alien fishing expedition.”
“Pretty much. Do you know what I just realized?”
“What?”
“I’m no longer Fiona. You’re no longer Eric.” She beamed at him.
“And who am I?”
“Max Morris.”
Guidance stirred. Only slightly, but he automatically checked his quest.
Quest #7 - Find a new identity.

Difficulty: Trivial

Step 1. Eliminate Eric Peters’ identity–Complete (1 soul boon point)

Step 2: Select Identity (1 point)

Step 3: Eliminate the existing occupant (1 point)

Step 4: Convince Friends and Acquaintances (3 points)

There was more to be done. Stage 3 would be interesting.
“I guess Max and Sara are dating.”
“Very much so.”
He laughed at that, unable to help himself. “Really?”
Her face went hard. “Max was a pig.” She shivered. “But integration would be easier if I set up the groundwork.”
“Did he do anything?”
Fiona shook her head. “I’m far scarier than he was; than you are. He was, however, unpleasant to be around.”
“How long until we set down?”
“Six hours,” Fiona answered. “And we’ve got the captain’s quarters for five. The seeker that the Flower Kettles hired is sniffing the outer systems and occasionally the outskirts of the inner ones. But it knows its target is aware of it, so it’s progressing super cautiously.”
“Later,” Eric insisted. “You said five hours.” He moved closer to her.
Fiona pulled back a finger on his lips to shut him up. “I missed you. Promise to never leave.”
“I’ll keep you around as much as I can.”
“‘Keep you around’? You’re mean.” She slapped his shoulder.
“You know what I was saying. Plus, logically, we don’t know each other that well.”
“True. But that doesn’t matter. I feel we have something special.”
“So do I, but, in my experience, that is not always enough.”
“There! You’re doing it. Ruining the mood. Why are we talking again?”
“Fiona, you’re extraordinary. I’m glad you were the first person I saw today.”
“Aww, the charmer.”
Eric rolled his eyes. “I mean it.”










CHAPTER 15





FIVE HOURS LATER, a chime rang through their premises.
“Already,” Fiona complained. “Two seconds!” she yelled out even as she slipped back into her clothes.
Eric would have liked to watch, but he needed to get dressed too.
The moment his zip was done up, the door swung open, and Lucas strode in.
Lucas was in his early twenties and from what could only be described as new money. Blond, tall, rake thin, and a nose that would benefit from cosmetic surgery. His parents had been cargo jump pilots who had owned their own cobbled-together cargo ship. They had worked hard, and their son had been a prodigy. From the records Eric had, he had been completing long Soul Jumps from when he was twelve years old and had manifested a soul Blade at fifteen.
There was a news clip of the fight when a boy attacked him. The bully’s arm had briefly separated from his body before they were pulled apart, and medic bots got involved. Eric only knew about it because when he was thirteen, he had been in the room when the story had played. The boys had both been from money, so there was lots of publicity, especially when the dad of a low-level wannabe politician had used his son to try to force the registration of all awakened souls. Then the Meditative Perfect Recall AI linked that with later news stories. First, Lucas’ tragic death in the original timeline, and then forty years later, Lucas appeared in a documentary on the Soul Sickness Witch. She was a serial killer who employed a soul virus to kill people, usually her ex or relationship rival.
After reading the notes, Eric had intervened. He dropped information anonymously to Lucas that his girlfriend was going to kill him and how to save himself from the poison when it happened. By itself, that would not have been enough, but there was a previous victim Eric could point Lucas toward. 
A year later, when he next made contact, Lucas knew Eric had saved his life, and then Guidance had got involved in the one minute they had been in the same room. After that, everything was done remotely.
“I’m glad you’re decent,” Lucas proclaimed, stalking into his cabin. He looked pointedly at the bed. “Did you brief him at all?”
“Everything,” Fiona lied.
Eric shut his eyes to a kaleidoscope of colors.
“Can you summarize?”
“A new request, sir,” the butler’s voice said with false enthusiasm. “Of course, sir. Positively exciting.”
The key details of the wealth of information that Fiona had flashed up on the screen were displayed. Eric studied it and opened his eyes.
Lucas was studying him. “Are you sure you briefed him?”
“Yes, she did,” Eric assured the other man. “I need to take care of Max.”
“Too late. Zhong recycled him three hours ago.” Lucas threw Eric a small bag. “Cosmetic fix.”
Eric applied it to his face and felt the inbuilt nanites go to work. “It’s ticklish.”
“It’s prohibited tech,” Lucas told them. 
With the molding finished, Fiona ran a hand down his cheek. “Wow, you look different. How long until it’s permanent?”
”Three days,” Lucas said. “Until then, it’s not perfect, so try to stay away from people. Which should be easy. Max was a loner, and the only person who spoke to him was Fiona.” 
Guidance stirred, and he checked and confirmed that steps two and three were complete, and the fourth had even awarded one soul boon point, presumably in response to him changing his face. A bit of acting, and the quest would close.
“You interacted publicly?” 
Vivid green eyes looked back at him. She shrugged. “Of course. Otherwise, what would be the point? As I told you, he wasn’t a nice man.”
“The guy was a prick,” Lucas interrupted. “Eric, you now have a nasty reputation.”
“Might be useful. I have other people being shiny so that I can lurk in the background.”
Lucas shivered. “My God, you’re something else. There’s no way I could step into another man’s life so casually.”
Eric patted Lucas on the shoulder. From what he had seen, Lucas was a good guy, slightly entitled, and had a habit of looking down at people, but at least he tried not to be a total prick. “Fiona, the coast is clear. Let’s spend the last hour in your cabin.”
“What?” Lucas asked in surprise. “That wasn’t the plan.”
“I’m improvising, and I now have a reputation to live up to.” Casually, Eric grabbed Fiona and dragged her to his side like he owned her.
“Hey,” she protested half-heartedly.
Anything you do publicly, I am getting you back twice as hard privately.
Eric almost stumbled at Fiona’s message, and she caught him. He sauntered out, Fiona acting as arm candy. From what he understood about Sara’s behavior, her falling into this role wasn’t too out of character. 
Sorry, he sent secretly, and then, for Lucas’ benefit, squeezed her bum.
Twice as much. 
Eric couldn’t help himself. He laughed, and then, knowing that the public corridors could get traffic at any moment, they hurried to their destination. He was Max, Fiona was Sara, and they were both on this expedition to make their separate fortunes.
They reached Fiona’s modest rooming. Eric stepped forward to study a crystal display that was the only personal item in the room. Different-colored rocks jutted out deliberately and randomly that spoke of artistic merit. The central crystal was also soul-enhanced. 
It was a breathtaking piece of art.
“What is it?”
Crack.
His bum smarted from Fiona’s whack.
“Twice as much,” she reminded him, grinning.
“That was like six times.”
“Don’t be a wimp. I know how to dial down my strength.” She stepped past him and plucked the central crystal that he knew was enhanced. It came away easily from the rest of the display. Fiona twiddled it in her hands. “This is contaminated, but I like how it makes me feel. I made the ornament out of all the shards of rock that I mined, each from a different asteroid.”
“You made this?”
“Designed… Well, sort of. I have an art program.”
“Is it as good as my poem AI?”
“Clearly, it’s a thousand times better.” She waved at what she had created. 
“It’s majestic,” he agreed.
“See, there is no way your Fiona poem would ever be described in those terms.” 
He chuckled and sat on the chair that jutted out from the wall. Fiona flopped onto the bed.
“We haven’t really chatted,” Eric said finally. “How are you feeling?”
A thoughtful expression crossed her face. “Mostly happy. I’m apprehensive about what we’re going to find.”
“No,” Eric interrupted. “Emotionally.”
“Happy with threads of worry. I’m concerned that we’re not a thing. I hardly know you, and if it’s between your reborn duties or me, then I know what you’ll choose.”
“Really?”
“Well, maybe you’ll choose me, but that makes it worse. I don’t know. How much of us is real, and how much is me building you up in my head?”
“We’ll see,” Eric told her.
“Are you that dispassionate? We’ll see! What sort of answer is that?”
“Fiona, I have a different view of relationships.”
“And what’s your view?”
“I’m committed to seeing where we will end up. Life is too long to do anything but take things day by day. And to have a relationship, you need to risk being hurt.”
“Life is long, so you take things day to day? That makes no sense.”
“In a couple of hundred years, you’ll understand.”
Fiona looked frustrated, but as she often did when needed, she pivoted. “Tell me a story?”
“Let me tell you about HC#199, one of the worst experiences of my life.”
Eric began at the start.
“Everyone.” Lucas’ voice echoed over the loudspeaker, interrupting him, talking about the second day underground. “We’re about to make a jump to the fourth planet of the system. One of the two life-bearing planets, but the only one compatible with our biology.”
“Oh, shit,” Fiona said suddenly. “Outside views.”
Instantly, every available screen changed to reflect the image the external cameras were capturing. The only feature was an orange sun with no other planets near enough to see.
“It’s only worth looking at once you get closer to a planet.”
“It’s immediate descent,” Lucas continued.
“Wait,” Fiona said. “What did he say?”
“We’re going to jump and then enter the atmosphere,” Lucas continued. “From entering the atmosphere to landing will take five minutes.”
Soul power swept over Eric, going fast. His entire sworn team was here, so the number of capable jump pilots was far higher than in the usual circumstances.
“We’re about to jump,” he warned.
“I kn–”
Reality distorted.
“–ow,” Fiona finished. Below them was a yellow and blue world with two continents visible.
“Preparing to descend,” Lucas announced, his voice even, clearly not suffering from jump sickness. 
There was no noticeable change.
“How long until we hit the atmosphere?” Fiona asked abruptly. 
“Two minutes,” the AI answered.
“Then five minutes until touch down.”
“Correct.”
Eric jumped up on the bed next to Fiona, and straps immediately crossed both of them and secured them to the mattress. “What the…?”
Fiona laughed at him. “Safety precaution.”
“It’s over the top.”
“I’m imagining the safety of the typical spaceship improves over the next couple of hundred years.”
“True.”
“I’m not taking any risks.”
The ship started vibrating. 
“Reverse camera,” Fiona ordered. 
The ceiling showed their descent. The yellow continents with the occasional touch of green. The dark blue seas and the white clouds. King’s Shiv had surprisingly effective atmospheric entry technology. Lucas must have upgraded it in the last couple of weeks as the ship he had seen when he had snuck in couldn’t have entered a planet’s atmosphere without burning up, let alone this smoothly. When they went through cloud cover, the ship hardly rocked, and then when they shot out below it, there was a dark sea beneath them. Then yellow and red, grasslands and trees. The different wavelengths coming from the sun meant no chlorophyll in the trees, so no green. The plants used other molecules, resulting in the predominantly yellow color of everything. 
Then the trees were replaced with grasslands, and the ship landed with a tremendous jolt that made Eric glad for the straps.
“Touch down successful,” Lucas said happily. “Time to make our fortune. You’ve all got your individual contracts. At the point of landing, we have four hours of sunlight. We’ll make base camp here, and tomorrow, we’ll depart for a two-month safari to get rich. Remember, seven-hour day-night cycles, and we leave at dawn. I want to be clear we’re on an alien world. There’s no safety net, no government organizations, no humans, and no one available to save you. If you stuff up, there’s not going to be a rescue. I’ve invested in you all, so be careful out there.”
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ERIC REVIEWED the dossier on Max, and with an arm draped over Fiona, he was practically the last one off the ship. Nearly forty people looked at them as they strutted out and stood like kings at the top of the ramp while surveying the new world, which was a comparatively short fifty-five light years from Earth. 
He spat off the side of the metal walkway.
“Not very impressive,” he proclaimed and patted Fiona on the bum. “Go make sure we get a two-man tent.”
Then he swaggered down, and his foot crushed a strangely shaped flower. Everyone had been walking around it, not wanting to mar its beauty. The scent of peppermint reached his nose. 
“What the hell, man?”
Annoyed, Eric glared at the woman who had spoken. She wasn’t the matronly type. Thin, hard angles, Max would not have hesitated to call her ugly. Her belligerent defense of the plant faded as she saw the harsh edge to Eric. Her eyes flicked away from his in the usual socially acceptable method of defusing conflict. She looked like she wanted to be elsewhere. 
Eric snorted dismissively around her, and then, having cleared the gangway, he studied the host of activity swirling in front of him.
Two men were struggling to unload half a hover cart. One was tall and gangly; the other was just as tall but fat enough that he appeared shorter. He was the type the movies labeled as weekend adventurers and comic relief but still capable of being effective in bursts. The fat man saw him, and Eric noticed a hopeful look on his face. “Mate, can you give us a hand?”
The polite thing to do would be to step forward to help. Eric wanted to, but it wasn’t a Max thing to do. He turned his back on the two of them and continued his scan of the area.
There was a grunt, and a thud as the heavy package slipped and hit the ground.
The fat man cursed, massaging his hand, and glowered at Eric. Eric stared him down. After a moment, the obese man looked away.
With a disdainful snort, Eric continued to study the swirl of activity around him. Finally, he spotted Lucas and stalked toward him.
“Get to work.” 
“Sure thing, boss.” Eric matched the sneer that Max always included when talking to authority figures. Not enough to call out as an insult, but sufficient to offend almost everyone. He saw Lucas’ eyes narrow. “You hired me as a gunner. Where’s my piece?” 
“Max?” Lucas said, looking at him. “Help unload.”
“Better for all if I use my skills set up in overwatch.”
“I think the ship landing would have scared anything away.”
Eric hacked up a glob of phlegm from his throat and hoicked it on the ground. Lots of people were watching him.
“Can’t be too careful about assumptions. While we’re scrambling like this, we’re exposed. I’m security.”
“A drone net’s out.”
“New planet, who knows what the voidest is out there. Let me do my job. Let all you grunts feel protected.”
He could sense Lucas wanting to say something, but his eyes went unfocused as he interacted with the legal AI that, as the expedition leader, he would have to have bought. Lucas frowned and sent him a distasteful look.
“You know my opinion, is responsibility for the allocation of bonuses.”
“You’ll have no reason to doubt my effectiveness,” Eric sneered back, not giving an inch.
With a sigh, Lucas looked back at the portable weapon locker that was open and ten meters from where they stood. “Which of them can you use?”
Eric hurried over, his eyes scanning each of the weapons clearly to everyone watching, checking the metadata associated with each firearm. Then he snatched up the AX11 and frowned at the weapon in his hand.
“This one's got the best specs, but…” Eric spun the gun, flipping it casually like it was a cheap bit of plastic, “where’s the heft? Did you buy some cheap moonie knockoff that’s pretending to be good?” He looked suspiciously at Lucas.
“It’s authentic,” Lucas ground out. “But not the right for you. I was thinking–”
“I guess it’ll do.” Max spun and walked away with his prize.
“That Magna712 would be more your style.”
Max kept walking, ignoring him, and eyed a nearby tree. The planet wasn’t supposed to have any venomous creatures. The only threats were presumed to be the larger natives. With a shrug, he pulled himself up and climbed. Privately, he was amazed at how suited to climbing the tree he was. Regularly, branches radiating out but separated far enough apart for him to squeeze through them even with the gun.
When Eric reached the top of the tree, he grinned. It was perfect. A nest of branches provided a perch and the opportunity to sit comfortably. If he split the leaves, he could see almost anything excluding directly down, because of the lower branches. 
Positioned, Eric glanced at the ship. It was damn ugly with its chimera history shining through, and even more so now that it had been modified to be aerodynamic. A smooth, sleek front had been installed along with various other outgrowths. They all looked chaotic, but Eric knew they were there to direct wind flow to stabilize the vessel on its descent. The mathematical calculations that would have gone into that design would have strained even his own processor. Billions of permutations would have been run, covering different entry angles, speeds, air densities, and prevailing winds. This design was the one that would have performed the best.
Still, it was cheap!
When doing these sorts of uplifts, it was easy enough to improve the overall look of a spaceship. Remove the clashes between block design, circular and aerodynamic considerations. Lucas had clearly not bothered, and many of the newly installed stabilizers had been destroyed in the entry. That didn’t mean King’s Shiv could no longer do planet landings; it just meant components of the shell would need to be fixed first. 
He smiled, looking at it. Lucas had hit the persona of a well-off but not rich treasure hunter almost perfectly. 
Then, with a sigh, he leaned back and pretended to be watching for threats. The effort was useless; he knew it, Max would have known it, and Lucas too, and all the observers. The ship had a very obvious turret installed on its top with sensors accurate enough to notice a mouse moving at one kilometer and with the drone net that was extended out to three or four kilometers by now. 
Nothing would get close to them, but it was an alien planet, so Eric didn’t switch his mind off.
He shut his eyes, and orange explosions washed over him.
“What were the statistics?”
“For the first ten years of exploration, the mortality rate was around twenty percent.”
“That’s high. What killed people?”
“Known attribution of deaths was around fifty percent weather, forty natives, and ten percent cave-ins.”
“And unknown.”
“Well, sir, that is hard to say, as they were unknown.”
Eric rolled his eyes. “What percentage was unknown?”
“Sixty percent of death.” There was a pause as Eric let those numbers sink in.
“That’s a lot, and the academics’ thoughts?”
“There are four schools of thought. From least likely to most. Persistent Elite Sapient Natives, alien exploration squads, human kill teams or natural causes, as above.”
“Alien death squads?”
There was a thoughtful silence. “Mostly discredited. The theory was that aliens ignored the embargos and got teams down on the ground. Then they would eliminate any humans that stumbled upon them because if they let the humans live, then word would get back to the galactic council. Everyone knows how hard they would come down on both the perpetrators’ and the perpetrators’ government structure. The official council line is that it would have been impossible, and most experts agree.”
“Sapient natives?”
There was an even longer silence, and the screen appeared with a scientific study appeared.
Unstable historic dating of augments on HC#002 fourth planet.

To avoid conspiracy theories, there has been no firm evidence of native sapient life on HC#002. This paper instead investigates the provenance of various augments found on HC#002 and the discrepancies that suggest active manufacture significantly after the apparent extinction of the main civilization.

“In English?” Eric said dryly.
“I guess you would say that the archaeological resting place of various augments suggests they were being made throughout the last million years, with some as recent as twenty thousand years ago. The paper then makes a leap of faith not supported by statistical measures to imply that the high rate of loss of explorative teams may be linked to these pockets of sapience continuing.”
“God, murderous natives, alien kill squads, bloodthirsty natives, and inclement weather? Is that the summary? Is that all I need to worry about?”
“Probably not God, sir. That was never a scientific theory. Also fringe theories are not fact.”
Eric was silent for a moment. “But ones you chose to bring up. Was the other thing involved?”
“No, sir.”
Eric nodded to himself. The AI had believed the sapients option met a probability where he needed to be informed. It would have been easy enough for it to have ignored an option referenced in a single fringe academic study. However, it had chosen not to.
“So it wasn’t involved, but you thought it was worth highlighting?”
“Apparently, sir.”
The most likely explanation was that the AI had experienced something in a previous life that made the fringe theory more likely than humanity had guessed.
“You know I can read your thoughts, sir.”
Eric sighed and opened his eyes to the real world. The AI hadn’t rebutted his hypothesis despite being given a chance. Sapient natives were a higher threat than humanity realized. A concern for later, as he was confident neither aliens nor native sapients had attacked an entrenched position. If they had, then information would definitely have gotten out.
The air was still and heavy; however, up in the tree, there was a slight refreshing breeze. Eric lifted the AX11 and studied its specs.
AX11.

The AX11 combines powerful sniper functionality with a full auto burst. Sniper bullets travel three times faster and are six times heavier, but fire only three times per second. Full auto will expel up to a hundred and fifty bullets per second, with low-level kickback.

Initialization time: 45 seconds

Requirements: Soul Jump (10) Soul Armor or Blade (8)

There were no optics included in the weapon. It was designed for someone with the appropriate augmentations to provide that functionality. They only had one of them available, and he wasn’t the best user of it. Once the mission started in earnest, and they were away from the others, he would give it to Zhong. He had the perception to use it properly, something Eric lacked. Being forced to remain almost un-augmented to take out Traitor GIT continued to annoy him. 
While his eyes scanned for threats, Eric studied the background data packed on Max that Fiona had shared. 
“Antisocial prick,” he whispered to himself.
How could a man? There was no point wondering if this was his persona. He was an actor, and he didn’t have a choice. Slowly, he sank his power into the AX11, initializing it. He knew he should have done it already, but the drone network and all meant they were safe, and those possible but improbable threats had no history of attacking this close to ships or this many people in a group.
The gun glowed briefly to show that it was ready.
Max had been a prick, which was why he had been a candidate. The very thing that Eric was now complaining about in his head was why the man had been chosen. Eric guessed he would need to jump identities a lot over the next five hundred years. He better get used to acting.
He aimed at a tree a hundred meters distant. 
Full auto. 
No recoil; only a bit of noise associated with the parting of air. 
For a split second, he watched the trunk getting torn up, and then he eased off the trigger. It swayed before falling with a crash. More than one person looked in his direction, having clearly triangulated the angle of the hail of bullets.
“My bad!” Eric yelled. “Thought I saw something.”
With a grim smile, he switched to sniper, and this time aimed at a log that was half a kilometer away. A puff of dirt exploded two feet away from it. Eric adjusted the aim electronically and fired the gun once more. The back half of the log disintegrated under the impact.
“Nice,” he said more loudly than necessary, but he wanted people to see him. 
When he glanced back at the camp, he saw Fiona setting up a tent. He aimed carefully as the slug hit the ground half a meter in front of her, creating a spray of dirt. She jumped and had her rifle off the shoulder almost immediately. Eric waved at her. She scowled at him, stuck up a finger and then went back to putting up the tent. 
Internally, Eric seethed. Max was a Traclaon, a goddamn bug-eyed dog. He started moving the gun around, aiming at people who were about to look at him. They had seen the tree and Fiona’s bullet. More often than not, they jumped, then scowled. Eric pretended to enjoy it. The act wasn’t comfortable.
More to distract himself than anything else, Eric cultivated as he lazily swept the gun over the surroundings and occasionally past the skittish people below him. A two-month safari was long, and the AX series used expanding bullets that required dimensional folding. The printer in the hovercraft could not duplicate them, so he needed to conserve ammo as there was actually the chance that he could run out of bullets. Yes, a single magazine the size of his fist could produce over a thousand of them, but with the weapon's rate of fire, if one of the large herds ran at them and they needed to use it in earnest, then the gun could chew up multiple magazines in less than a minute.
Creak.
The noise below him was subtle, just a slight shifting of wood. Eric didn’t physically react, but Soul Scouting shot downwards as he searched for the cause of the noise. It was like he was in a drone skimming down the trunk with high-definition video. 
A smile cracked his features.
Fiona climbed with her ridiculous speed to join him. He was close to the crown of the tree, and there was barely enough room, and the branch creaked alarmingly when she sat across from him.
“You shoot near me again. I’ll gut you,” she exclaimed with false pleasantry. 
Her leg was braced against him, and a hacking thread linked them. 
I can’t wait to drop the pretense.
Eric grunted in affirmative to her threat. Me too. I realized that every time I switch identities, this is the sort of person I’m going to be. 
A moonie? 
Yep. 
Fiona ran a hand along the rough, red bark. “I love being here. The landscape is beautiful.”
“Different,” Eric answered. 
Personally, I have always preferred purple worlds. Especially lilac-silver ones.
There are purple planets?
Of course, Eric answered. Trees, grass, monsters, the wavelengths emitted by the sun, and the atmospheric make-up drives the flora’s colors.
“I’ve always liked yellow.”
They sat in silence, watching the effort of everyone below them. It was getting dark, and it was clear that everyone else had finished unloading.
“Girl, let’s go.”
Fiona scowled at him. You don’t have to act quite so convincing.
Can’t help it if I’m gifted.
They left his tree and went to the tent to mind his own business and ignore everyone else. The expedition that Lucas had put together was large. Three teams were sponsored directly by the man. Max was part of one of those teams. A salary, admittedly a shitty one, and a five percent cut of the loot they gathered. For the expected danger and rewards, it was a cushy job. Then, in addition to those twenty people in the hired teams, there were the other groups that had paid for their passage. Eric smiled as his practiced spy’s eyes scanned over the camp. The community already had fractures. Five distinct groups, split both by their gear layout and the physical distance they had established between their tents. 
There was more than a little tension in the air. Discontent that Eric had contributed to with his gun stunt. 
None of it was Max’s problem. He was only a gun for hire.
He pulled out Max’s ever-present flask and had a swig of the whisky. Fiona elbowed him, and he passed it across.
We should go mingle with the others. 
Or not, Eric responded. I have a reputation to keep.
She pouted at him. I know you’re right, but… Maybe I can stay.
You have your own reputation.
Maybe I can pretend I have a headache.
He squeezed her hand. We have hundreds of years. There’s time.
The first years are the best.
Eric remembered Isabella and Hauri, especially their relationship at the end. How long had they been together? He knew with a blink he could find out to the day, but they were besotted with each other more than a hundred years later.
Not from what I’ve observed.
They didn’t look at each other. Both of them understood that they had no choice. Appearances, pretense, the future threat; they didn’t have the option to forget about them for a day. While direct records were not being sent, all these witnesses would go back to civilization, and stuff would leak out. 
Only a fool thought they were permanently off the data grid just because they were on a new planet with a new sun when other people were around.
Fiona was no fool. “Let’s go mingle.”
“Nope.”
She stood and walked away. Eric stayed, pretending to be drinking heavily. It was a crappy introduction to a new planet. Midway through his drinking session, Quest #7 closed.
Eric snorted. Great. He was now officially Max Miller.










CHAPTER 17





HE WAS WOKEN in the morning and informed by a gruff Zhong that he was assigned to Lucas’ team. With remarkable efficiency, they jumped on top of the two vehicles that their group of six was taking, and then they were rumbling out over the plains, searching for their fortune. 
He sat on the observation platform with Zhong and Fiona, each of them with a gun on their lap.
The radio crackled on. “Today, we’re going for distance,” Lucas said through it. “Then, from tomorrow, we search for ruins and cave systems. The church data was clear. In most of these worlds, the good technology is in the ruins.” 
“Whatever, boss,” Eric said into the radio. “Just tell me what to shoot.”
The only loot in HC#002 was the anti-matter sources and stores, and then, if you were ridiculously lucky, some augmentations.
“Right on, Max. We’re also going to shoot us some natives. While it’s rare, they can occasionally drop augmentations as well.”
“These or voidest theoretical church ones?” Zhong asked.
“That’ll be the voidest theoretical church ones. No evidence of natives dropping augmentations on the planet yet,” Lucas answered cheerfully. “We’re still going to try. We’ll be kicking ourselves if we go through this treasure hunt searching damp, dank caves only to find out when we get back that the riches were on the surface in killing natives.” 
“Plus, killing is fun.”
Lucas laughed politely. “Only providing there’s sport in it, Max. If there’s a challenge, I’m sure it can’t be fun.”
Eric laughed how he was supposed to. “I don’t need no challenge. As far as I’m concerned, if you’re dropping a one-ton bear at two kilometers, that’s sporty. Pow, and it has no head. Or at least that’s what I want to do. You still hang the fur just the same.”
Awkward silence fell. Eric fondly stroked his AX11. It was an excellent weapon, but it wasn’t for him, and while radio contact might still be monitored, the hovercraft itself was clean. He clicked off his radio.
“Zhong.” He passed the weapon across to him. “Swap.”
Zhong didn’t complain about handing over his AX5 sniper. Then he studied the replacement. “Oh, an upgrade. Why?”
“You’ll use it better,” Eric admitted. “The auto will only be required if we get swarmed, and if that happens, I would back you over me.”
Zhong laughed at that. “False modesty, man. I know what you did to both the Rafs and Flower Kettles. And you too, Fiona.” Zhong bowed to them. “I owe you both a debt.”
“No need–” Eric’s voice choked off. Guidance stirred. 
Eric attempted to suppress it, but it was like jumping in front of a speeding train and expecting that your eighty would do something against the train’s tens of thousands of kilograms. When it moved, it felt like there wasn’t a force in the universe that could stop it. 
Energy crackled between them.
“I’m sorry,” Eric gasped.
Zhong stood serenely in front of the incomprehensible power. “No need to be. I was wondering when this would happen.” Zhong bowed his head toward Eric, moving freely despite the god-awful presence between them. “I bind myself to the promise I’ve previously made. I swear to serve you and never betray your secret.” 
Guidance reached out, and Eric could feel it digging deep inside and marking the other man.
Somehow, Zhong wasn’t even sweating, even though he, too, must be feeling some of what was overwhelming Eric’s senses. Then Guidance pulled back but didn’t disappear. It hung an equal distance between them. 
The three of them looked at each in confusion. Each of them mentally replayed the conversation in their head, trying to work out what had been said and why Guidance remained active.
Zhong abruptly laughed in a carefree manner despite what hung in the air in front of him.
Eric didn’t understand how he managed it.
Zhong turned to Fiona and bowed his head just like he had to Eric. “And to repay my debt to you, Fiona, I will grant you three favors that I will fulfill with as much secrecy as I can manage. My only restriction is that your favor does not clash with my greater duty to the reborn.” 
The energy hung there, doing nothing. Sweat was running down Fiona’s face, and Eric’s teeth felt like Phil had worked them over.
Eric nudged Fiona. “Accept.”
“I accept your promise,” she stuttered. 
It reached out to caress Zhong briefly before it vanished, leaving two of them wanting to curl up and Zhong standing, apparently unaffected by the entire experience. 
“I’m sorry,” Eric stammered. “I didn’t expect or ask for that to appear.”
Zhong waved the apology away, unconcerned. “I’m happy. Now I can’t betray you accidentally. Honestly, I’ve been hoping this was going to happen for a month, and I cursed myself for making my original offer conditional. I called myself a fool. The man who put destroying the Ecstatic Void peddlers over humanity. It was shameful. That’s not an excuse, only an explanation. The day after we did our deal, I privately made the unconditional oath, and then, when Lucas told me about Guidance, I realized how badly I had screwed up.”
Zhong looked down, studying the yellow grass they were rolling over. “I should have offered fealty immediately. I was stupid, grief-stricken, but I’m not sure that excuses the stupidity. You’re the reborn. I can’t imagine the pressure you’re under. Rather than helping you, I gave you a quest instead. Dumb.”
“Stopping Ecstatic Void is a worthy–”
“Oh, it is. But I should have asked and not demanded.” Zhong bowed again. “Now,” he waved with a smile at where Guidance had been, “now that it’s formal, I’m content.”
“I hate having people swear to follow me,” Eric admitted.
“You’re worthy,” Zhong rebutted.
“Yes, you are,” Fiona agreed. 
“I was just the last human standing, the lucky one.”
Fiona laughed at him. “I’ve seen you train. You’re the reborn for a reason. Taavaewa chose you from all humanity.”
“Four-hundred-plus hours in a sensory deprivation chamber,” Zhong said. “And you didn’t entertain yourself with VR.” The Asian man shook his head. “You need to understand how impressive that is.”
“Not so much against what I’ve seen. There are people better than me out there.”
“You say that so glibly,” Zhong said. “Have you considered that perhaps the fires that you have weathered, the ones that have strengthened you, would have broken or melted most others?” Zhong’s watched him intently. “Give yourself credit.” 
Eric turned away. Neither Isabella nor Hari would have been broken. It wasn’t like his trials were that significant. Voidest, the entire team that was with him when they found Taavaewa would have done as well as him. Including those deemed to be unworthy. Eric shook his head. Pondering the whims and actions of entities was a recipe for madness.
“How did you stand there?”
Zhong cocked his head at Eric in momentary confusion.
“How did you stay so calm in front of it?”
Understanding filled Zhong’s eyes. The man shrugged. “I felt blessed. If it wanted to destroy me, it could, so why worry?”
“You didn’t feel like curling into a ball?” Eric asked.
“Or running?” Fiona chimed in.
Zhong shook his head. “It radiated benevolence to me.”
Eric forced his jaw shut. “You felt what from it!”
Zhong shrugged. “Kindness, approval.”
Eric laughed at that. “You don’t know how lucky you are.”  
Above them, clouds were gathering. His discussion with Meditative Perfect Recall was still fresh in his mind. Those statistics were planet-wide, but. “What are the storms like around here?”
Both Fiona and Zhong shrugged.
“Is it important, bubs?” Fiona asked.
“Sometimes,” Eric said with a smile before switching on the radio. “Lucas, are we worried about that storm?”
Ahead of them, he saw Lucas look up and study the clouds. “No. Storms on this continent are not supposed to be a health threat.” 
“Fair enough. But have any of you ever been rained on?”
Silence greeted him. 
“Voidest,” Lucas said finally. “Let’s stop, set up tents, and put on our wet weather gear just in case.”
Eric laughed at the sudden panic on everyone’s faces. They pulled to a halt, and he jumped off, and they all worked quickly to establish the tents. The clouds got closer and closer. The tents rested between the two hovercraft, and over the top, they strung a tarpaulin to protect from sun and rain while letting a breeze blow through. It was the standard camp design.
Fiona linked hands with him. “Does rain feel the same as in sims? A gentle shower?”
“It varies,” Eric answered seriously. “It can be freezing and so heavy that you’re drenched instantly.” Eric nodded toward the impressive massing clouds. “I don’t think this will be the second.”
Wind ten degrees colder than the previous comfortable temperature blew past them. A couple of warning drops landed–big, heavy, fat ones. Fiona hadn’t gotten changed.
“You’re going to want your wet weather gear,” Eric told them. A wind gust flattened all the surrounding grass. “Lucas, are you certain about that weather?”
“Yeah, nothing worse than what is on Earth.”
“Now, or pre-warming?”
“Umm…” There was a hesitation as Lucas consulted one of the survey packs. “Now?”
Eric’s AI went into overdrive. It knew what current Earth weather could do. He had automatically registered the technical specifications of their tents. The mathematics didn’t add up. 
“Tarpaulin down, switch the tents to reinforced mode!” Eric yelled as he ran toward the furthest of the four clips that held the roof up. Fiona moved to another, and Samesh grabbed the third. 
The wind struck them. The canvas billowed up. Fiona grunted, almost losing her feet as the canvas caught the gust. It tried to single-handedly lift both hovercraft. The vehicles groaned, and Eric half-expected a clip to break, but everything held. When the wind dropped, the canvas drooped in the center.
What? Eric’s eyes dropped. Voidest.
One hovercraft was now almost on top of a tent. It had been shifted by the wind. 
“Put the hovers in stability mode!” Eric yelled. It was clear that with any other configuration, they would be pushed around. 
The gale died, and in what he knew to be a moment of calm, he unhooked the canvas, and the others had done the same. The heavy material fell to the ground, and he threw himself on top of it to eliminate the creases that the wind could sneak under and catch like a ship’s sail. Another gust and his weight were enough; however, despite it only being a light breeze when compared to the previous gusts, he had felt the effect it had on the fabric under him. If there was a full gust like that first one, the entire piece would be blown away. Fiona saw what he was doing and copied him. Together, they rolled the fabric to reduce the surface area that could be grabbed.
The wind picked up again, and they were only two-thirds done. Even with it flattened, what little got under lifted Eric partially off the ground. Fiona struggled momentarily before one hand grasped the tarpaulin and the other one of the many hand bars on the hovercraft. Her effort stabilized them both. The wind whistled for a moment and then dropped to nothing. They continued to roll it, making the most of the brief lull. A scattering of heavy drops hit him, and Eric knew the metaphorical heavens were about to be opened up and pour down on him.
“I got this!” he shouted at Fiona, pointing toward the second hovercraft that was still in flight-mode.
He needed her to switch it to stability. Fiona understood his meaning and abandoned him to do as instructed.
Samesh, who had also been helping on the other side, went to fix their second tent. He slid inside it to escape the rain, and Eric could see him hurriedly adjusting the internal supports to switch its mode like Fiona was fixing the hovercraft.
Eric continued to roll the canvas. It was sufficiently packed up that he was no longer at risk of getting blown away with each gust. It didn’t mean it was easy. The wind was hitting hard. It was a struggle to keep his footing. A rope was thrown to him, with Fiona waving from the other side. He attached himself, looping it around his waist for safety, and kept focusing on securing the heavy canvas. A wind gust had him sliding backward before the rope tugged tight, and he fought to his feet with its help.
The rain intensified. Out of the corner of his eyes, he spotted Fiona drawing back into the confines of the hovercraft. She did it with an apologetic smile. 
Water suddenly sleeted down, and Eric pushed the now heavy fabric against the base of their vehicle. He would have liked to have secured it properly, but stashed against the hovercraft and wet, it should be heavy enough to avoid being blown away.
The wind picked up. Rain was coming in sideways, and an abrupt shift in its direction smacked him against the hovercraft. He started stumbling toward the tents. Then he slipped and was pushed backward. The dirt had turned to mud, and in moments, he was further away from the tent than from where he had begun. The cable attached to his waist jerked, and he changed direction. He headed straight for Fiona, deciding that weathering the storm in the hovercraft with her was the best solution.
She was drawing in the rope as he moved, expertly maintaining a steady pressure on the waist, which helped him make progress despite the gale that was trying to teach him how to fly. With a gasp, he pulled himself into the hovercraft doorway, only to have Fiona hold out a hand to stop him from entering.
“You’re too wet to come in.” 
“What?”
She laughed, and then pulled him in and slammed the door shut behind him. He was pressed against her, and she wasn’t in wet weather gear. She shuffled back. Her entire front was drenched. 
“I love the wet T-shirt look.”
She ignored him. “What the hell is that?”
“That was a storm.” Around him, the air was heating as the hovercraft adapted to counter the fact that they were wet and cold. The warm air countered the slight shivering he could feel starting up.
“But… I know you’re weak and un-augmented, but it was tossing you like you were weightless, and it did the same to me before I grabbed the hovercraft. Also, that wasn’t rain; that was a wall of water.” 
“I’ve been in worse.”
“Of course you have, but I still don’t get it. I have played simulations and been caught in storms and I have consumed hundreds of all sensory immersive stories, and I never felt that before. Even the old flatscreen movies didn’t depict this. Maybe disaster hurricane ones,” she conceded with a shake of her head. “But those were supposed to be made up.”
“I don’t know what to say. There are very few movies set on modern Earth outside habitats. Most of the ‘Earth movies’ are the romanticized old Earth rather than current. People love the so-called ‘golden age.’”
“Pre-space?”
“Pre-colonization, or at least space government,” Eric agreed. “Recent weather has been far more volatile.”
“Are these storms going to be a problem for our mission?” she asked, wide-eyed.
“Nope, our equipment is–”
The radio crackled into life. “Love birds.”
“Yes, Lucas,” Fiona said tiredly. 
“Status.”
“We’re good. I don’t think we’re getting over to the tents.”
“That’s fine, just don’t do anything disgusting.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it!” Eric yelled before disconnecting. “Have you compromised the internal security?” 
“Yesterday.” She was smiling playfully.
“Excellent. To avoid catching a chill, we really should get out of these wet clothes.”










CHAPTER 18





THE STORM RAGED for three hours, and by the time it had spent itself, the sun was as good as set. While they were going to have to travel in the dark, they wanted to delay that a day or so.
Eric poked his head out to survey the destruction. The tent that was put aside for him and Fiona had been blown away, having failed to be switched into the robust configuration. Both hovercraft were fine. The tarpaulin was still intact.
“Not too much damage,” Eric commented to Lucas, who was also poking around. 
“Apart from the tent.”
“I assume we have a spare.”
“Yeah, but no more doubles.”
“Singles?” Eric asked, and Lucas nodded. “I’m sure we can make it work.”
“You didn’t just look at the hovercraft,” Lucas protested.
Eric couldn’t stop himself from smiling. “No. Absolutely not.”
“Other people need to use that.” 
“Did the storm affect the surveillance net?”
“Are you really changing the topic that blatantly?”
“It will be good to check because they might not be specced for that amount of rain.”
Lucas paused. “Yes, a hundred percent functionality.” 
“Great, it might be a good idea to allow all of us to have that level of access.”
“Eric, I’m not stupid. You and Fiona probably hacked the systems while we were still in space.”
“Why would you say something mean like that?”
“Because I’m pretty confident you didn’t spend the last three hours eating a high tea and debating the merit of various impressionist painters.”
“We’re cultured.” 
“Come on. We don’t have any fancy teapots.” 
Eric could not help himself. He chuckled. “Really? That’s what she put on? And impressionist painters?”
“Yes, you apparently loved Monet.” 
“Who?” 
It was Lucas’ turn. He burst out into laughter. “She could have at least chosen a topic you knew something about.”
“I suspect that would make it boring.”
Lucas shook his head. “That AI you two have is an absolute menace.”
“Wait, you spent the whole storm spying on us?”
“Well, we knew it was fake when it glitched mid-sentence, and you were both dressed in formal clothes. After that, it was more like watching an amazing movie.”
“And the best part of the movie?”
Lucas laughed even harder. “When Fiona winked at the camera and all the remains of the high tea vanished.”
“Damn it,” Eric said. “I’m going to have to get a copy.” 
A packet of data was immediately sent his way. “Thanks.”
“No problem. I think tomorrow we will start hunting?” 
“Yep, and searching ruins. Hopefully, we can find an armory.”
“Why? I thought there was nothing much down here.”
Eric looked puzzled. “No, I said nothing interesting. However, the planet has anti-matter that is more stable and harder to detect.”
Lucas studied him; that focus and intelligence had allowed his parents to amass so much money. “The anti-matter is not for profit, is it? You’re thinking that it’ll be useful for operational activities, aren’t you?”
“It never hurts to have bombs that people can’t detect.”
“I thought in the future none of that mattered.”
“If you’re killing the mundane without souls, then anti-matter is pretty damn effective. It’s almost the best.”
“Almost?”
“Oh, a couple of dimensional weapons are more convenient, both the rays and bombs.”
“I don’t want to know, do I?”
“Honestly.” Eric shrugged. “Big boom is a big boom, and dead is dead.”
Lucas flinched slightly at that description.
“Well, I’m going to stretch my legs.”
With a friendly nod, he walked away, grinning and thinking about the fake video Fiona had set up. High tea. It was pretty funny. His boots splashed through the thin film of water and then into the mud. Being planet side was liberating. Even if it was getting dark. The opportunity to walk in nature, dodging or sometimes failing to dodge random divots filled with water was genuinely fun. 
By the time he got back, a small fire had been started using native wood, and the tarpaulin initially designed to provide a viewing space for rain had been repurposed to give them space to sit on without getting muddy. It was probably its original purpose, or at least one of them. Almost everything they had brought had multiple uses.
The others were all gathered around the fire.
Eric sat down and accepted the cup of hot chocolate that was passed to him. “How is everyone?”
“Not planning on making trouble?” Delia asked. “I can’t believe you shot up the tree just outside the camp.”
“Me too. Sort of hate playing at being a prick.” 
Sympathetic glances were shared with him. They all knew that he needed to be absolutely paranoid about his identity. 
“Won’t be last time, I bet,” Delia said finally.
“Must you?” Eric complained. 
“At least this identity has a beautiful girlfriend.” Fiona squeezed his hand.
“There is that. And it’s nice being out here where I can be myself.”
Samesh backed out of the other hovercraft, holding a plate of burritos from the ready-meal stock to supplement the kebabs that Zhong was roasting. He, too, was in his low twenties and of Indian descent. “That was some mighty fine acting back at camp.”
Eric accepted the food thankfully. “I disliked being such a prick.”
“I just thought you were channeling your normal persona.” Samesh laughed. “Just letting that anti-social arrogance that was always just under the surface out.”
“What the…? I’m not.”
“Sure you are,” Delia agreed. “Fiona?”
“I’m going to support Eric.”
“That’s not an answer,” Samesh argued. “What do you really think?”
“Well… I wouldn’t say he… wasn’t.” 
“Hey,” Eric protested. 
“Sit,” Zhong ordered Samesh before turning to Eric. “What I definitely know is that you work too hard.”
“I’m not antisocial and arrogant, am I?” he whispered to Fiona. Their legs were touching, and he felt happiness at that accidental contact. 
Logically, it was absolutely ridiculous, and he hadn’t felt like this for? He honestly didn’t know. Maybe this was a first! At least for him, he had seen it often enough in the movies that others must become similarly besotted. He would not risk spoiling the thought by asking Meditative Perfect Recall.
“Well…” Fiona paused, thinking. “For anti-social, you just spent twenty-four days in a sensory deprivation chamber and hardly complained. As for arrogant, you also claim to be the most important person in the world and that you will save humanity. … I hate to break this to you, but those two facts are pretty convincing.”
“Selective rubbish.”
Click, click, click.
Samesh jumped. None of the rest of them moved. 
“Auto-turrets,” Lucas explained to the other man. “They’ll take out anything that gets too close.” 
“Quiet,” Zhong said approvingly.
“Damn loud when you’re not expecting it,” Samesh complained. Everyone laughed.
“What are they?” Eric asked, interested in the specific technology.
“It uses railgun technology to slingshot a plastic pellet at high speeds.”
“Do we have enough pellets?” Fiona asked.
“Eat, drink,” Zhong interrupted. “We do, or we don’t?”
“We do,” Lucas insisted.
“Unless we don’t,” Delia said wisely.
“Are we really going to spend all of our time doing wisecracks with each other?” Eric asked.
Fiona patted him encouragingly on the shoulder. “You’re right. Guys, if we use them on ourselves, we won’t have enough for Max here.”
“Agreed.”
“Yes.”
“Absolutely.”
They ate the burritos, and then the skewers of native meat deemed human-compatible that Zhong was roasting. It had a citrus flavor to it.
“What are we eating?”
Zhong grinned. “We shot one of those yellow-patched cows. The scan came back green, and I really didn’t want a rehydrated meal.”
“I don’t know, rehydrated meals are pretty good,” Lucas disagreed, grabbing a second burrito off Zhong’s plate in response.
“Hey! Don’t steal my food!”
“You said you didn’t like it.”
“Give it back.”
Lucas deliberately took a bite of it. “What?”
Zhong threw his hands up in the air. “Barbarian.” 
Delia passed another round of beers around, which quelled the bickering. When he had initially been planning on recruiting allies, he had expected everyone to be his age, but it just didn’t end up that way. He hadn’t one but two people in their forties. Yet common cause had brought them together, and the entire group had gelled better than he thought possible.
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AFTER A BRIEF REST, they packed up their tents and got going about an hour after dawn, having already lost a sizable chunk of daylight. 
The mood had shifted now that they were on the hunt properly. There was money to be made with their exploring and a destination that they needed to reach at the right time.
Eric sat on top of the moving hovercraft with his gun ready to fire. He monitored the safety net. Animals were popping up in areas that had already been cleared. He frowned and considered the problem even as extra information flooded in. It was simple: if the animals hid at the wrong time, the front line of the net missed them.
A drone vanished. Alternative camera angles captured the squirrel-like native leaping at the drone as it swept past. The natives on the planet had never seen drones before, and what did animals like to do when they saw something they didn’t know?
Well, these liked to test whether drones were tasty.
The radio clicked on. “I’m shrinking the net,” Lucas said bluntly. “I’m losing too many drones.” 
“Five hundred meters,” Fiona muttered. “Lucas, maybe push the leading drones higher to give extra frontal coverage.”
“On it,” Lucas immediately responded. “Or maybe not. They need to be at the tree line, because if they go higher, the predatory birds up there are going to get them. In the open, they won’t be able to dodge.”
Another drone died after being attacked by a different squirrel in an area that was supposed to be cleared.
Even with the tighter net, the coverage wasn’t perfect.
“Damn it,” Eric cursed. “Some natives are regulating their heat footprint.” 
The radio crackled. “I’m pulling the drones in fully.”
“Ballsy,” Delia said.
“We’ve got voidest machine guns. We can handle natives that get too close.” There was a slight pause. “Oh, and the amazing Max Miller can definitely save us.”
There were a couple of sniggers at that. 
“Got me there,” Eric drawled in his best impersonation of a cowboy. “Samesh and I get priority on kills.”
“Is this your stupid vampiric trait?” Zhong asked. 
“Absorption, but practically yes.”
“And Samesh has one.” 
“Yes,” Eric answered Zhong’s annoyed question. “We all have strengths and weaknesses. I’m sure Samesh would happily trade his one trait for some of yours.”
“I’ll see how wonderful it is first,” Samesh said.
Zhong snorted.
Fiona smiled. “Samesh, what does your skill do?”
“Hardly anything. I get a small amount of their cultivation base up to 0.2 percent of my levels. Yep, I need a minimum of five hundred kills to progress one level.”
“Every bit helps,” Eric agreed. “And as I told Fiona, under the right circumstances, each of us can get a level in a week.”
“Yours is like ten times better.”
“He’s Max,” Fiona objected. “What the hell are you complaining about? You know he’s superior.”
“Just because you’re shagging doesn’t mean you need to defend him,” Samesh responded with a laugh. “I feel positively insulted that I don’t live up to the mighty Max.”
“Children,” Zhong said.
“Grandpa,” Delia shot back to more laughter. 
“Enough cheek from you youngsters.”
What was left of the sensory net, which was mainly radar, flagged a herd of animals.
“Big,” Eric muttered.
With a thought, the hovercraft came to a stop. He didn’t want to scare the herd unnecessarily and complicate the process.
He pulled up his modified AX5. It now had a proper set of optics attached courtesy of the printer last night. He had already confirmed the range of the scope, and the combination looked like an integrated whole. You couldn’t even see the joins of the scope to the base weapon.
“You really need that fancy stuff for this distance?” Zhong asked.
“I’m barely augmented.”
“But why?”
“I’m hoping to get good stuff on HC#004.”
“You could upgrade and then replace.”
“Most of the augments currently available have drawbacks. The aliens are selling their rejects to us. I don’t want my future to be compromised for a short-term boost of power.”
“What does that mean?” Lucas asked.
“Mostly, it’s permanent small space loss. Other ones keep you stuck on common advancement until you get a rare upgrade. Finally–” Eric waved his modified gun in the air. “This is good enough, so why would I need additional augmentation?”
He positioned the gun and looked through the scope.
“That’s not why.” 
Eric pulled the weapon up in annoyance. “Fiona!”
She just flashed him an unapologetic smile. “He’s got a job after this expedition that needs him to be low-level.”
“Are you going to–”
“No, Zhong, I’m not going to tell you what the job is.” 
“Spoilsport.” Fiona poked her tongue out. 
“You’re supposed to be on my side.”
“I was trying to say,” Zhong said loudly. “Are you going to take the shot, or am I going to die of boredom listening to your poor excuse of banter?”
“You zing him, pops,” Samesh said.
Zhong theatrically glared across at the other hovercraft and wagged his finger at them. “Watch your words. Kids these days.” 
Eric tuned them out, knowing that between them, they could keep the inane chatter going longer than he thought possible. His target, an older bull, was magnified by twenty times within the scope. It was a strange animal. A herbivore that, instead of being designed to run, was armored to fight. This world’s natives mostly specialized in Blade, Jump, and soul Defense. The last meant that Cower would not work on them, but unlike HC#199, a bullet could finish them.
Eric wondered whether the animal in his sights was awakened and, if so, which of those abilities would be prominent. From that tail, he suspected the answer was the Blade and possibly both of the other two.
Click, click, click.
The head of the native exploded.
Eric waited a moment and felt the vampiric trait activate. He measured the flood of energy.
Then he frowned at what he was feeling. The cultivation he was absorbing was a tiny fraction of what it was supposed to be like.
He tilted his head to think about it. 
Soul Scouting activated.
Name–Alien Armored Herbivore

Soul Stage–Awakened

Soul Disciplines (15): Armor (18), Soul Jump (0), Defense (21), Blade (25), Cower (0), Projection (0) 

The results that they returned annoyed him. He had only gotten a tiny fraction of what he had expected. It should have given him about a third of the maximum, but he had only gotten one-thirtieth. It still meant two thousand kills would get him a full level, but it should have been only two hundred.
“What’s wrong?” Fiona asked.
“Not sure,” he told them all. “I want to check something.” 
With Soul Scouting, he started checking all the nearby natives. One after another. Finally, his ability found a cat slowly moving toward the bull that had fallen.
Name–Alien Blade Cat

Soul Stage–Awakened

Soul Disciplines (14): Armor (0), Soul Jump (0), Defense (28), Blade (31), Cower (0), Projection (0) 

It wasn’t exactly the same as the bull, but it was a glass cannon, everything in Blade and Defense. Its most important feature was that it was closer to him.
No defenses. No natural abilities to let them avoid the bullet.
Click.
The head exploded.
Energy flooded into him, and once more, it was less than he was expecting. Better than the bull but still only an eighth of what he was after.
He lowered the gun, his disappointment measured over his face. He should have noticed this flaw or feature in the trait when killing the Flower Kettles, but they had been closer than these natives. Not a feature, definitely a flaw.
“What?” Fiona asked again. “You look—”
“Sad,” Eric supplied. He scratched his head. He could still get experience, but nowhere near as much as he would have liked. “Cultivation gain decays with distance.”
They stood in silence as they absorbed that information.
“No, you’re not,” Zhong said abruptly.
“No, he’s not what?” Delia asked across the radio from the other hovercraft. 
Eric only had eyes for Fiona. He could tell she had worked out his plan. She gave a tiny shrug that conveyed she didn’t agree but also that she wasn’t foolish enough to believe she had any choice.
“The idiot wants to go fight them face to face,” Zhong said.
“God no,” Lucas exclaimed.
Inside him, Guidance stirred. He should not have been afraid. He should have been used to it.
He was not. It loomed over him, a hundred-meter-high tsunami that was about to crash down on the beach he was walking along. He would be crushed, washed away, drowned. The sheer power captured in that wave, the unimaginable force of nature rolling in.
And it was looking at him.
Then it reached toward him. 
Inside, he screamed.
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GUIDANCE GRABBED him with as much care as usual. Eric was picked up and launched back into his memories.
It was hot and sticky. 
Unpleasant.
He scratched his balls and shifted uncomfortably. The voidest world was so backward. They believed in communing with nature or some such shit and hated automatic AI programs. 
Had outlawed them.
Which was why he had a job. The heavy railgun was on its stand, and he was there to do the role that the AI should have been running. He was the second line of protection.
The whine of the turbines above him and the helicopters went higher. 
“Damn it,” Eric cursed. “They’re back.”
The humid wing gusted, and he stood and got into the firing position.
Guo chuckled, but when he looked up, the pretty girl was focused on controlling her gun. After five days, he should have given up, but honestly, there was nothing better to do.
“Having fun, Guo?”
No answer. By this time, it wasn’t even a surprise. Expertly, he checked his weapon and, as per protocol, engaged it and swung the weapon well clear of the hunting party. He dropped his ear muffs down and upped the magnification until he found a piece of fruit.
Boom!
The sonic boom of the shot was loud even through his ear protection. 
“Give a warning,” the pilot snapped via their radio.
Eric naturally ignored him. Because the helicopter was increasing in height, the shot had been required under their protocols. As was confirming that his shot was accurate.
He flipped back the magnification, then zoomed to the spot where the fruit was. Hundreds of years in sims meant he had an innate sense of direction, even under high zoom. Guns! God, he loved them. HC#199 had gotten as bad as it had because they hadn’t been useful there, and the company that had hired them had been incompetent pricks.
Months of practice let him slow his breathing and not succumb to a panic attack. Unlike the others, he had walked away with his life and needed to make the most of it. 
He would never do something like that again, and also, none of this bloody open-air babysitting shit. 
His sight zoomed in on the fruit he had hit. It was green and was now swaying wildly. Despite the force of the hit, the fruit hadn’t been torn off its stalk. It spun, revealing the neat circle his slug had drilled through it. Then it twisted further, and he confirmed the neat exit hole.
“Good.”
He pulled back and focused down on the hunting party. The prince, his consort, two brothers, and a friend. They all wore red, and they were whom he was protecting. The priority had even been specified: first the prince, then the brothers, then the consort, in that order. Around them were a perfect dozen bodyguards. Well, no longer a dozen; one of them had been eaten earlier or at least chomped in half. The creature attacking hadn’t been given a chance to digest its victim.
By mission requirements, he was on a wide zoom looking for any animals that might blindside everyone wearing red. He and the other twenty guns would only fire to protect them, and then only if they were in imminent danger. The prince wanted to slay the crocophants close and personal. The animals were like crocodiles from Earth, only significantly larger, and like crocs, they attacked exclusively from ambush positions.
He spotted a suspicious lump the party was heading toward. They seemed to have failed to spot it, and the crocophants were experts at digging holes to hide their mass.
Eric studied the VIPs. The prince pushed his brother. No weapons were drawn.
They clearly hadn’t seen it.
Boom!
His bullet slammed into the back of the beast. A flesh wound. It roared and exploded upward in pain.
The VIP party scattered. The friend was screaming and hadn’t even pulled out his weapons. The others were better. 
The monster crashed down on Earth. Fully out of its ambush point, it had checked the spot on it that had been hurt, but there had been nothing attacking it, so its attention switched back to the prey it had been planning on eating.
A bodyguard ran forward and to the side, screaming and using one of those little air horns to draw its focus. 
The crocophant surged toward him. Those enormous jaws snapping over the man. He was too far away to hear the chomp, but Eric imagined it was loud. 
Then there were ten. 
As he had observed, the bodyguards were happy to sacrifice themselves. He assumed that their families must be being paid a lot in the event of their accidental death to inspire that level of devotion. Or threatened, the small voice said, but Eric suppressed it. Even if it was true, it wasn’t his problem, and he would prefer to think they were using the carrot, not the stick. The monster had run past the VIPs and exposed its flanks to the bloodthirsty royalty.
The royals charged forward and chainsaw blades they wielded out and ready.
Eric’s gun tracked the spaces between the monsters and the VIP. Then they were close in, and his attention turned to the nearby back foot, the only part that could instantly kill someone. 
It twitched.
Boom, boom.
Chu had fired as well, and based on the mangled mess of the previous deadly leg, most of the others had joined them. There was no time to think he was already focusing on the head. But it went for one of the bodyguards. 
Missed as the man threw himself to the side.
The monster, with an agility that was ridiculous, snapped its jaws again.
Then there were nine. 
Eric’s gun remained trained on the brain stem. Then one brother was on the monster’s head. The chain sword flashed forward, and the royal brother put his weight on it, and the weapon plunged deeper. These things had the human design flaw of a single key nerve going down its back. Everything apart from the creature’s eyes and jaw stopped moving.
The prince finished the helpless kill, systemically stabbing all six of the circulatory organs.
The VIPs celebrated a successful kill.
Eric let his gun track around the celebrating party. There were other smaller monsters that might seek to claim the corpse off of the humans. It was his job to diligently protect them.
Eric wiped the sweat off his face. There was no way he was going to sign up for another hunt, no matter what the pay. And it wasn’t just because it was so damn hot. Nine!
Eric was released from the memory.
What had Lucas just said? God, no? That’s right, he had been objecting to Eric getting up close to the natives.
“Voidest yes!” Eric said passionately. 
“Boss, you can’t.” the expedition leader protested.
“Minion, I assure you I can.”
Zhong smirked next to him, appreciating the nickname.
“But…”
“I’m not going to do it stupidly.”
“Bullshit.” Fiona coughed over the word before sticking a tongue out at him.
“We can do it safely.”
“Boss, I’m not sure we’re looking at the same enemies, and you’re not augmented.”
“But everyone else is. I’m not opposed to you guys guarding me while I’m doing it.”
“Nope,” Lucas said while guiding his vessel closer so they could talk without the radio. He was shaking his head expressively. “Those things are too powerful. Even with us guarding us, we can’t guarantee your safety.”
“Don’t care.”
“Humanity will not lose the reborn on my watch,” Lucas said in a normal voice now that the two craft were parked next to each other. “There is nothing you can say to make me change my mind.”
Eric smiled at the opening Lucas had left. “Guidance told me to do it.”
The other man’s face went white. “What… Um… That changes my mind.”
“I thought so.”
“Wait,” Fiona interrupted. “Guidance doesn’t talk.”
Five pairs of eyes were fixated upon him. “As good as told me,” Eric admitted.
“Wait,” he instructed as they all went to tell him off. “It forced me into a memory. A prince was killing things face to face. And trust me, what he was hunting was tens, if not hundreds, of times worse than anything on this ball of rock.”
“What?”
Eric looked at Fiona in surprise, the question on his face.
“What was he hunting?” she asked.
“Everything in the swamp, but the strongest thing he defeated was a thirty-meter crocodile that could move like a gymnast, but the nastiest native they encountered was a twelve-segmented monstrosity where each segment thought independently and had three legs aside that were encased in soul Blades and could fire spines off the top of each segment. Nasty creature. We blew that one apart before it got near the prince’s party.”
“How is that relevant?” Lucas asked quietly.
“That prince was hunting somewhere he had no right to be, based on his personal strength. Despite that, he could do it safely because he had gunners providing oversight and bodyguards on the ground ready to help if things went wrong. This was shared while we were talking about me fighting something hand to hand that I have no right to consider.”
“That’s enough for me,” Fiona said abruptly.
“Fiona!”
“Lucas!” she parroted back in the same tone. “He’s the reborn. It’s our job to help him get stronger.”
Zhong sighed heavily. “Don’t like it, but I agree.”
“Me too.” Delia followed suit.
Eric looked at the other two men. 
Finally, Lucas shrugged. “Okay, but I’m in operational command.”
“Wouldn’t dream of having it any other way; well, maybe Zhong.”
“No,” Lucas said. “Operational command has to be someone on overwatch, and I’m presuming Zhong will want to go in with you. Given he’s the strongest here.”
The Asian man nodded in confirmation.
“Excellent,” Eric proclaimed. “Let’s do this.”
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LUCAS STARTED SHOOTING OFF ORDERS. Zhong and Fiona would fill the bodyguard positions, and the other three would be on overwatch to kill everything if it looked like they were getting overwhelmed. 
Eric accepted the AX11 back from Zhong and checked his knife holders to ensure he could use them. Not that he expected them to be useful. If he ended up in a hand-to-hand brawl, then Soul Blade would be his weapon of choice, at least while it lasted. Even after that, it would be guns. The knives would probably be useless, but after HC#199, their presence comforted him. 
“What happens if they run?” Fiona asked.
“Then they run.” Eric shrugged. “And I get less cultivation than I hoped.”
Zhong wielded an unholy cross between a sword and an axe and swished it experimentally through the air. “They look mean. I reckon they’ll fight.” The weapon squished again, and he looked satisfied. “I think this will work. Fiona, your primary job is getting Mr. Problematic to safety if things go moonie. While you retreat, I’ll thin the rank.”
Lucas nodded. “Overwatch is ready.”
“Don’t get too trigger-happy,” Eric ordered. 
“We won’t,” Lucas promised. “Happy hunting.”
With security in place and the full auto shot enabled on the AX11, Eric jogged down toward the cows. The question was, what would they do? The females were on the inside, with the older males providing guard in an outer ring. One of them saw him and started jogging over. Nostrils flaring, it lowered its head, and Eric noticed translucent energy overlaying its horns; then it charged him. 
Eric didn’t level his gun; instead, he switched it to his left hand to leave his right empty. He could hear and feel the thunderous strides. Its eyes focused on him, its horns ready to cut him into pieces. He waited an uncomfortable amount of time, and then with it two steps away, Fiona stepped in front of him and out to the right. The bull concentrated on goring her, and it deviated from course.
Clever girl, he thought, and then he swung his hand, timing the blow to cut its throat. A soul Blade extended, and slashed blood erupted, and he got his arm clear before the mass of the animal struck it. Blood continued to spurt out with each heartbeat, and Fiona appeared on the other side of the creature as it rushed past, having easily ducked out of the way when it was too late for the bull to adjust its course. It spun to face them and pawed at the ground, nostrils flaring as the red liquid flooded down its neck.
Eric was impressed by how much damage his slash had delivered. He had clearly hit an important artery.
Fiona waved her hands to get its attention. The old bull lowered its head and started running toward her, but the wound Eric had opened gushed blood. It was moving slowly, and by the time it reached her, it was only at a half-canter. Fiona dodged to the side. It tried to follow, then collapsed onto its knees without the energy to persist. It made a low-pitched soft whining sound that cut off as it tilted and toppled.
“Good job,” Zhong said approvingly. “Let’s see how many we can get with that tactic.”
There had initially been fourteen outer bulls, which meant twelve were left. The plan was to whittle down the herd from the outside in. Slaughter each of the outer ones, and then see if they could lure the cows out.
They moved on to the next one. The herd was constantly moving, grazing across the grasslands, but hovercraft were flexible, and the overwatched teams were continually repositioning to give themselves coverage. They served the same purpose that Eric had with the princes. If Eric stuffed up, there would be a hail of bullets to protect him.
Seven bulls died to the same technique. Fiona provoked them. They would run past her, and Eric would seize the opportunity to launch a devastating soul Blade attack. After another one to three charges, it would fall dead from blood loss, usually meters from Eric, and he would get the full benefit of the Epic Absorption trait. He was receiving all the available energy, despite Fiona’s help. Eric chose not to question the mechanics. Attribution seemed to be based on Eric’s perception of contribution and how close he was to the native. That suited him just fine, even though Fiona was responsible for the opportunity. The simple fact that he landed the killing blow gave him full credit.
They moved in on the eighth instead of charging them; it snorted and then retreated.
“Hold,” Lucas ordered over the radio. “Retreat.”
“No.”
“Sorry, Max, I’m in charge of this, and I don’t like the change in behavior.”
Despite his verbal protest, his years as a professional soldier meant Eric was already retreating.
That eighth bull started bleating and then stalked toward them.
“Hold.”
“Do you want me to take the shot, boss?” Samesh asked.
“Yes.”
The bull’s head exploded. 
“Voidest,” Lucas cursed. “Look at the herd.”
Eric looked over and shivered. For the first time since they had begun baiting the outer bulls, the inner group was paying attention. Over twenty of the giant cows had turned to face them. They were actively looking between the dead bull and them.
“Retreat slowly.”
Eric did as ordered, one foot behind the other as he watched the herd. Having experienced one bull charging him, he didn’t want the entire herd to give it a go.
Soul Scouting skipped from one to the other. The cows were slightly weaker than the average bull, but not by much. They were strong enough to enhance their horns with soul Blades. Which meant a glancing hit could cost a limb.
The entire herd wasn’t involved. They were all making a disturbing low-pitched “gah, gah” sound. Creepy. 
A couple dropped their heads before tossing them up violently.
“Gah.”
“Gaahh.”
“Hold fire,” Lucas ordered. 
Eric and the other two kept retreating, one foot after another.
They all saw it. One cow stopped producing its noise and then glanced up at the sun. Then it lowered its head and trotted toward them.
More cows paid homage to the sun before joining the first. Two, three, then a clump of four, then two more.
The first was running.
Then the next. 
“Open fire,” Lucas screamed. “Thin the ranks.”
Eric didn’t hesitate. The AX11 in his hands roared, and despite being designed for low recoil, he could feel it forcing him back. He leaned into the gun and stepped back when the recoil pushed him more upright. His bullets strafed across the charging cows. Over forty were coming.
Zhong was running forward, the enormous blade in his hand, and Eric’s firing program adjusted to avoid him.
Fiona stood at his back, looking over his shoulder, both arms gripping him, ready to pull him out of danger. She manipulated his suit with a hacking thread, and he felt it harden around the delicate neck area.
Cows fell, but only the first two lines as their massive bodies shielded the natives behind them from his deadly shots.
The noise of their charge was thunderous. A cow at the front crumpled, and one behind leaped over it. Eric felt the vibration of the landing through the fifteen meters still separating them. They must have weighed a couple of tons.
Then they were upon him. Eric didn’t bother trying to use his Blade. He gripped his gun and let it continue to spray bullets. Fiona picked him up so that he wouldn’t be trampled, and while carrying him, dodged to the left. Then one came from his right. Eric saw the horns swinging straight at them with a translucent sheath over them. 
His Soul Armor clapped in space.
It blocked the blow.
Conservation of momentum kicked in, but it was spread over his entire body instead of one spot. It was a casual swipe but had so much power behind it that it threw Fiona and him back.
Everything was chaotic, and he must have been turned around as a bull charged him from the side. Its horns lowered, aimed right at his chest. Fiona shoved him sideways and positioned herself in front of him. The bull’s horns, likewise covered in translucent energy, slammed into her. Instantly, her shoulder, which was resting against his own, accelerated. 
Instinct let him place the soul armor between himself and Fiona. He made it the size of a medieval shield.
Momentum from the bull transferred into Fiona and then into him. He flew up and sideways, lifted over two meters in the air above the height of the thundering cows. Fiona had also been thrown by the force of the collision. Her trajectory was flatter than his. She hit a cow hard but got her feet positioned, which allowed her to push upward and fly over the back of the next cow. 
Eric kept his finger on the firing trigger.
Bullets sprayed out, and then he fell to the ground. He tucked and rolled, and when he looked up, Zhong was two meters in front of him, his massive blade in one hand soaked with blood.
“Act dead,” Zhong snapped and then dodged two thundering cows. 
He could hear covering bullets as a cow crashed dead, its momentum sending it tumbling behind him. It had passed within touching distance but luckily hadn’t hit him.
“They’re breaking,” Lucas declared triumphally. There was a slight pause and then a relieved sigh. “Safe. You good, Max?”
Eric groaned slightly as his muscles complained about the abuse they had been put under. “How’s Fiona?”
Fiona laughed, her voice slightly distorted as it came direct and via the radio. “Max’s obviously good. Woohoo! That was intense.”
“Voidest Guidance,”
Lucas cursed. “Why encourage him to take that risk?”
“That’s brave,” Fiona quipped immediately. “Cursing that.”
“I didn’t mean it, Guidance,”
Lucas bargained hurriedly. “It’s just. That was unbelievable.”
“Anyone injured?” Delia asked suddenly. 
“No.”
“No.” 
“Good.”
“Hold position. Disable radio,” Lucas ordered. “We’re coming in.”
The two hovercraft pulled up, and Eric got up from the grass and brushed himself down. He hurried through a simple kata and then smiled to himself.
Absolutely no injuries. His body felt good.
“Eric,” Lucas said, sounding annoyed. “Tell me that was worth it. Or, better still, confirm it wasn’t.” Pretty much everyone chuckled at that. 
Eric quickly checked his statistics. “Very much so. I got credited with twenty full kills in all.”
“A quarter of a level?” Lucas clarified.
“A bit more.”
“That’s such a cheat,” Fiona grumped next to him while grinning from ear to ear. 
“Most animals aren’t going to be that lucrative.”
“Whatever, Eric. Samesh, did you get anything?”
The Indian man shook his head. “Some, but not enough to talk about.”
“I’m guessing,” Lucas continued, “that our resident crazy will perceive that the return was worth the risk.” 
Eric nodded. 
“Voidest.”
Delia, standing next to Lucas, patted his back in sympathy. “Eric is going to want to do that again.”
“I know.” Lucas feigned a groan. “Before we continue, were there any issues with the setup?”
Zhong grunted. “Lots, but the main one is that we need to keep Eric away from any group larger than six. Best solution would be to draw the natives to Eric rather than have him go to them.”
“Definitely agree,” Fiona said instantly.
“But that was fun,” he protested.
“Was it really?”
“Nope, not at all. At higher soul advancements, some people blend Jump into their Armor skill. At that point, you cancel momentum, and then the fight would have been truly fun. Can you imagine one of those things hitting you and having them bounce back instead of you being sent flying?”
“Even if you eventually reach that nirvana, it won’t change the fact that I had to save you this time.”
He laughed and grabbed her hand, and kissed it passionately. “Thank you for protecting me.” 
Fiona rolled her eyes. 
“Are the rest of us going to get that level of appreciation?” Samesh asked.
Eric looked up at them. “No, all you guys did was fire guns, but Zhong.” Eric pursed his lips. 
Zhong turned his back and walked away.
They all burst out laughing,
“No rest for the wicked,” Lucas said. “Let’s process these and keep going.”
A wave of drones rose from the hovercraft to do said processing, and Lucas got down and searched each of the dead animals.
They continued on their way and ran into three more herds. This time, they were careful not to create a stampede. A drone would provoke, and then lead a single native into an ambush where Fiona and Eric would work in concert to let Eric get the kill. 
His soul level rose because of his vampiric trait, feeding on all that he killed. If his plan to acquire a boon for them all failed, these fights and the subsequent boost in his soul by a couple of levels would make the trip worthwhile. 
The sun was setting, turning half the sky a deep red.
“What’s that?” Fiona asked, pointing. 
Eric pivoted his gun and used the scope to bring the spec into sharper focus. It was a vulture-like creature. Ugly, long neck, and from what he could see, its four legs ended in shredding-like instruments. 
Soul Scouting flickered out.
Name–Battle Soul Vulture

Soul Stage–Awakened

Soul Disciplines (17): Armor (32), Soul Jump (0), Defense (6), Blade (29), Cower (0), Projection (0) 

It had a higher soul level than he expected, and both Blade and Armor. If it knew it was in a fight, it would be a pain to kill unless Fiona was there because he guessed she could Cower it easy enough with that low Defense. Like always, the answer was probably evolution. If everything on a planet had strong mind Defense, then only a few specialized monsters would bother to develop a powerful Cower skill. If you were in the air and able to choose your own battles, you could avoid those dangerous animals. Then you could cheat, and instead of boosting Defense, you could increase something like Armor that was more useful in a typical battle.
One look at the creature convinced Eric that it could evade the animals that possessed powerful Cower. After that, its Armor and Blade combination meant it could defend its kill against anything else.
His gun was still tracking the animal. 
Click.
Like always, he immediately assessed whether the absorption trait had been activated. There was a small flow of energy. He licked his lips in disappointment. Maybe if he killed a thousand, he would get half a level. 
Not really worth it for him, as the cows gave him so much more, but he studied Samesh on the other hovercraft. His trait differed from Eric’s. His maximum absorption was far lower than Eric’s. Basically, there were animals like this vulture where two thousand kills would give a level to either of them. It would be best if Samesh got those kills because a single cow was worth thirty vultures to Eric and only one to Samesh.
He clicked on the radio. 
“Samesh, can you take out a vulture and tell me how much cultivation it gives you?”
The other man looked over at Eric, and he pointed up in the sky where another couple had drifted closer.
“Really?”
Eric was about to respond, but it was unnecessary. Samesh was already sighting a bird, if they could be called that, down the scope of his heavy railgun. 
Crack!
The vulture plummeted from the sky. 
Soul Scouting threw him just above it. As it fell through the air, he could see the bloody exit wound. All its internal organs had been pulped. 
“Very dead,” he muttered.
The radio clicked on. “Samesh?” Fiona asked. 
“Maybe two-thousandth of level.” He sounded disappointed.
“So much better than me,” Eric confirmed. “Vultures are yours. Remember, the closer they are, the more energy you get.”
“Great advice. I’ll just use my vulture whistle to get them closer. And we’ll definitely be fine when one of those things attacks us.”
Fiona snorted, and even Zhong’s lips twitched. 
Crack!
“It definitely works,” Samesh exclaimed. “It’s going to take many bullets, but I can’t believe the trait actually works!”
The sun continued to set, and the railgun fired every thirty seconds. Luckily, the vultures didn’t continuously use their armor. Years of being safe in the sky worked against them now that humans had come with guns. Their instincts didn’t have them permanently coated in Soul Armor. By the time the first bullet hit, it was already too late.
Eric opened a radio communication channel again.
“Lucas. Do we need to set camp?”
“Yep, but I can see some ruins.” The hovercraft changed trajectory.










CHAPTER 22





ERIC REVIEWED THE DATA, perplexed at Lucas’ claim that there were some nearby ruins. “There’s nothing on sonar or radar.”
“Yeah, there is,” Lucas said confidently.
“Those smudges are inconclusive.”
“Eric, he’s cheating,” Fiona told him quietly. “I’m guessing satellite because the drone net doesn’t show anything.” 
The blemishes on the edge of their range became more defined and conclusive. “Believe me now?” Lucas almost crowed in delight.
Fiona put a finger to Eric’s lips to stop him from responding. “Yes, almighty oracle.” Fiona’s eyes twinkled. “Do you foresee us finding our fortunes?”
“Yes, no, there are many possibilities, and for the sake of the time-paradox continuation, I cannot answer the–” 
Fiona killed the radio, and the three of them watched as Lucas continued his rant on the other hovercraft, his hands waving around animatedly. 
Data kept updating, and the closer they got, the more extensive the ruins became.
Their radio clicked back on, opened by the other side. “Hey, I was asking a question. Who cut me off?”
“Um,” Fiona stuttered. “Max!”
“Max, it’s an operational tool. You aren’t allowed to turn it off.”
“Sure thing, boss. What were you asking?”
“How long ago was this abandoned?” 
“You’re the expedition lead. Shouldn’t you know that?” 
They had pulled up in the ruins. On the surface, it was disappointing. They could see square boulders and that they had been stacked together at one point. But beyond that, very little was revealed. Beneath them, however, there appeared to be an extensive complex. Both hovercraft were hitting the ground to measure the sound reflections and improve resolution.
The thrum of each strike could be felt in his bones.
The underground map kept expanding, and in Eric’s opinion, the most important detail was a shaft that led from the surface down to the wider ruins. Not that it would be that much of a problem if there were no access, as their burrower could drill through a hundred meters an hour, providing it wasn’t soul-reinforced rock.
They jumped off the hovercraft and walked over to the shaft. It was a sinkhole, and Eric eyed it while absently focusing his gun on it. If anything dangerous was going to attack them, that was where it would emerge.
While he hadn’t told the others, he was conscious that there might be an unknown threat. What the AI in Meditative Perfect Recall had shared with him genuinely made him nervous. “There’s no way you were confident these were here from the satellite photos.”
“Picture plus radar fuzziness,” Lucas responded cheerfully. “Plus, there was no downside if I was wrong. And if I was right… Ahh,” Lucas complained. “Stop distracting me. How long ago was this abandoned? The report they gave me was a little unclear.”
“Well, what did it say?” Zhong challenged. 
Lucas’ eyes went unfocused as he clearly reviewed information on an internally generated screen. “The scientists estimated half a million to four million years. How inaccurate is that?”
“They were wrong. It’s closer to five,” Eric told them. “At least for the main civilization. Pockets persisted for millions of years after that.”
“How does any of it still exist?” Lucas asked in confusion. “I’ve seen a hundred-year-old ruin on Earth reduced to tree-covered rubble. Like I understand the stuff in space, but down here? With so much plant life to break things down?”
“You don’t need to ask. You know the answer.”
“Humor me.”
“I’m interested too,” Delia confirmed.
Eric glanced up at them briefly before his attention returned to the hole. They were serious. Apparently, it wasn’t common knowledge yet.
“Earth buildings were and never have been soul enforced,” Eric answered with his best monotone professor voice. “That makes a hell of a difference. That’s the simple answer for HC#002. In other systems, there are mundane technology solutions. Superior building materials and AIs permanently repairing the structures.”
“You can really build stuff that lasts a million years?” Zhong asked. “Without cheating with technology, just by soul power?”
Eric shut his eyes and checked Meditative Perfect Recall.
The key details he was after were displayed on the gigantic screen. He returned to monitoring the shaft, his gun initialized and aimed.
“The simple answer is yes, but advanced mundane automation does better. The record in a human-claimed system on–” Eric waved his hand to indicate the world around them. “A planet with a vibrant flora and fauna is two and fifty million years.”
“What?” 
“No way.” 
“It was a metropolis a hundred kilometers across, shields, robots, mining activities, the lot. The AI was eliminating all life within its confines and repairing continuously.”
“Did humans explore it? And if so, how?” Zhong asked.
“It was mundane technology. There wasn’t much the city could do against an explorer with basic Soul Armor active a hundred percent of the time.”
Zhong looked thoughtful. “If it lasted that long, then I’m sure there are methods that could stop someone with Soul Armor. Couldn’t the city encase them in iron or bury them alive?” 
“There are lots of augments that support short distance personal Soul Jumps even in a gravity field.”
“Like those bloody cats?” Lucas asked. 
“Better than that,” Eric answered truthfully.
“Will I really be doing that one day?” Lucas asked. “I mean, doing what the cats did. It’s hard to believe. They were flickering from spot to spot continuously.”
“Better,” Eric confirmed. “There were assassins who could Jump behind someone, break a Soul Shield, insert high-powered explosives within their target, and jump away, all within a second. Then, when they were safely away, boom. Most needed line of sight, but not all.”
“The world’s going to go to hell.” 
“It doesn’t,” Eric assured Lucas. “It’s just like all the other arms races. Old weapons become obsolete, the new becomes standard and something else turns into cutting edge.”
“What’s the plan here?” Lucas asked, looking pointedly up into the sky.
Eric hacked the hovercraft and triggered them to switch to the defensive camp setting. “Stay here and we can explore it in the morning.”
“No,” Lucas said in horror. “Just because you’ve seen alien ruins before doesn’t mean the rest of us have.”
“I think Eric knows that this is the first set of alien ruins humans have had access to,” Delia said.
Eric grinned, then suppressed the emotion. He couldn’t help himself.
“What?” Eric tried to sound confused and turned to face the second woman of their party. “You haven’t gone through the ones on the moon virtually? How about you, Lucas?”
“Well, I meant proper ones,” Delia corrected herself defensively.
“What?” Lucas said in surprise.
“The ones discovered in 2201? From that insectoid race.”
The blond man was looking confused. “What, in HC#001?” 
“Yeah,” Fiona chimed in, her hand on Eric’s elbow. “That scientist, what was his name again? Willenbeg?”
“Professor Willenegger,” Eric corrected.
Fiona flashed him a smile. “Yeah, him. He recently found that extra set of room which contained their soul maces.”
“Maces? Insectoids? Earth moon?” Lucas’ eyes shot between the two of them. Fiona and Eric were both nodding like you did when you discovered someone wasn’t aware of something incredibly obvious or well-known.
“Guys?” His eyes turned to the other two.
Zhong spat. “They were pathetic. Three crappy rooms. This–” He nodded at the hole. “It’s going to be much better.”
“There’s no way there was an alien base I wasn’t aware of,” Lucas protested.
Eric shrugged. “It wasn’t that big of a deal. After all, we had just made first contact. Not like aliens were a surprise or anything.”
Delia and Samesh looked at each other. Samesh’s lips quirked, and then Delia burst out laughing, followed by the other man. 
A type of realization flashed across Lucas’ face. 
Fiona spun in annoyance toward the two who had mucked up their joke. “Guys!”
“I couldn’t help myself,” Delia told them, chuckling.
Lucas seemed to grow in all their perceptions, becoming threatening, dark, and overall terrifying. It was like he was no longer the goofy, good-natured man they knew, and instead, the devil inside Lucas, the one they had never seen, before made an appearance. He was glowering at them with his claws waiting to be unsheathed if any of them moved too suddenly.
“People!”
“Hey, no Cower,” Eric complained, even though, from the looks of things, no one was particularly affected by the attempt. 
“Give it to me straight. Are there or are there not alien ruins on the moon?”
“Yes. There are,” Fiona said, and at the same time, Eric said, “No.”
Lucas examined them each, then the others. Only Zhong wasn’t smiling. “Screw you guys!” 
Even Zhong’s lips quirked, and Samesh laughed so hard that he clutched his stomach.
“Moonies. I believed you for a moment.” He kicked the ground petulantly. “We’re going down tonight,” Lucas said. “After that prank, I’m putting my foot down and you two.” He pointed at Samesh and Delia. “You are not coming.”
“What? That’s unfair,” Delia protested.
“Your fault for supporting the idiot’s joke.”
She stood, hands on hips in mock fury. Though, from her narrowed eyes, it wasn’t pretend.
“I just followed the lead of.” She looked significantly at Eric. “Max.” She spat out the word, but everyone knew she meant Reborn.
“That’s your fault. You should have supported the expedition leader. You’re both staying.”
“That’s bullshit. I’m coming.”
“We need humans to ensure camp security,” Lucas said reasonably.
“That’s what goddamn drones and auto turrets are for.”
“Soul beats mundane.” Lucas’ lips quirked. He was enjoying this too much.
She looked around in disbelief. “You’re worried about something with a soul threatening us.”
“Natives.”
“They’re animals, the gun–” 
Eric cleared his throat. “Sorry, Delia, we need a presence on the surface, in case something goes wrong.”
“What could–?” 
“Rockfall or a pressure trap of some description.”
She shook her head. “Nope, that’s bullshit. A trap? In five-million-year-old ruins.”
“Remember, I’m Max.”
“Yeah, he’s Max.” Lucas pounced with a huge grin. 
Delia thought about arguing, but then realized Eric was serious. “Fine. But I get to look tomorrow.”
“Agreed,” Lucas said. “Let’s go.” 
Fiona, Lucas, Zhong, and he descended into the ruins. The others would set up camp and respond in the unlikely event an animal encroached on their territory that the automatic defenses could not control. 
Privately, everyone thought the chances of that were zero, but the disturbing conversation within Meditative Perfect Recall came back to Eric. Not that he was going to mention it. The most likely explanation remained natural causes. After they had been caught unexpectedly by the storm yesterday, Eric could see how there might be more deaths than expected, as other teams were surprised under similar circumstances. But… if it was environmental, then it felt like scientists should have found the broken hovercraft and been able to conclusively determine that a storm was responsible. That hadn’t happened, and that worried Eric. There were good odds that the reason was still nature. The planet, after all, was unforgiving both with weather and natives. But…
It was evidence-free, apart from Meditative Perfect Recall AI being involved, which meant there was something there. That and that a better explanation after five hundred years of academic study wasn’t available had its own philosophical weight.
They quickly prepared for the descent into the depths. While Eric would have preferred to wait, it was clear everyone else was excited. Fiona kept subtly bumping him with a beaming grin, and there was a speed to Lucas’ movements as he secured the anchor points for their drop lines. After a brief discussion, they started descending. The fissure they were using to penetrate the hidden ruins gave off an unpleasant feeling for all of them. There was soul-tainted rubble mixed in with the local rock, and while the majority was normal, there was sufficient pressure from old building materials to affect them.
“Why does it feel so bad?” Zhong muttered. “This crevice maps as natural according to my geology program.”
“Tainted rock,” Eric answered, having already had the same thought and explored the likely outcomes.
“How did it form?” Fiona asked from above.
She had insisted on being linked to Eric. She would stop him from falling if, with his lower attributes, he slipped by accident.
“We shouldn’t talk,” Lucas whispered. “There might be something dangerous below.”
Eric swept his Soul Scouting down, looking for the presence of souls which could indicate a problem. His scouting, while blind, could sense a soul easily enough, and the drones had already gone down with their infrared cameras. He was confident nothing was down there.
“My trait is not picking up anything threatening,” he told Lucas.
The only way it would be fooled was if something actively hid behind a soul mesh. Natives would not do that… at least not the animal ones.
“Fiona. I can answer your original question,” Zhong said suddenly. “I downloaded some geological programs back in Sol. This fissure has all the hallmarks of a simple sink hole collapse. This type is linked to water erosion. It’s a pattern that occurs when an area is subject to frequent flash flooding, mostly impenetrable bed rock and a reservoir of space underneath the ground.”
“Where we are heading is under the bedrock?” Fiona asked.
“Yep,” Zhong confirmed, and then looked up in surprise. “Lucky. The ruins down here aren’t linked to the ones above. They’re almost certainly from a different time period,” he concluded with a tone of excitement.
“That definitely makes this more interesting,” Eric agreed.
“Screw you and your disdain,” Lucas complained. “Bloody Max sucking the fun out of a historical event. For voidest sake, we’re exploring the freakishly preserved ruins of a mysterious alien creature fifty million light years from Earth.”
“I’m excited,” Fiona called down to him. 
“Same,” Zhong agreed grudgingly.
A corner of his lips was almost upturned. If someone else expressed that much emotion, they would be laughing hysterically while dancing in the rain.
Eric, who, despite being the slowest of the four of them, had caught up to the other two men who had stopped to chat. “Can we keep moving rather than chatting? We’ll see whether it is worth getting excited about soon enough.”
“Spoilsport!” Lucas called out while effortlessly speeding up.
The two of them disappeared easily, outdistancing his careful, plodding descent.
Fiona tugged on his rope. “I’ve got you. You can speed up.”
“Hold your enthusiasm,” Eric shot back, but he moved faster. The rock crumbled, and he slipped. The rope around his waist jerked him to a halt. 
“Easy there,” Fiona called out. 
Eric ignored her as he swung to grab a foothold and continued rushing down. There were no more accidents. Eventually, he reached the bottom of the crevice and found himself perched, looking down from a hole in the roof. The drop must have been twenty meters, and both Zhong and Lucas were below him, exploring. They had powerful torches that swept the place.
Eric clipped on to the secondary rope they had placed for this purpose and slid down it to land on a mound of loose rubble and dirt. “What’s the situation?”
“Three exits,” Lucas answered. “Can’t say much more than that. Drones are out.”
“Is this an older ruin?” Fiona asked hopefully. 
“Probably younger,” Eric responded after consulting Meditative Perfect Recall. “Intelligent non-space-faring life persisted on the surface of this planet for at least three million years after the collapse of their main civilization.”
Fiona’s torch highlighted an intricately carved scene of a tree and an antlered crocodile. “Wow!” 
Eric genuinely smiled at the wonder on her face. “We might as well explore this place carefully. Non-space-age natives created augmentations. All low-level stuff, but they produced them.”
“How?” Zhong interrupted. “Without technology, how can you create an augmentation?” His voice was curious.
“It’s tricky. You need to be at least at the Initiate soul advancement level. The ancient natives, or I guess we should call them native heroes, made them for their young.”
“What did they do?”
“These are the main ones.” He tossed a data package to all of them.
Mundane damage sensors (multiple grades.)

A soul argumentation that sensors incoming damage and automatically triggers Soul Armor to protect the host.

Reality Stability (multiple grades)

A soul argumentation that prevents Soul Jumps from occurring within a certain distance of the person. Effectiveness depends on the difference between Soul Jump levels and the quality of the augmentation.

Lightning shocks (multiple grades)

Create an electric/dimensional shock that paralyzes biological life. (Has unpredictable effects on non-biological systems)

“These sound useful,” Fiona said finally. “I thought HC#002 had nothing for us.”
“What’s that old saying, as rare as hen’s teeth or something like that?” Eric answered. “And the strongest recorded was only at the lower range of rare.”
Eric realized he should not be so dismissive. Currently, a rare rated augmentation for humans was considered to be almost unbelievably powerful. Not that they would find an augment cache, let alone one of the high-grade ones.
“Getting the Mundane Damage Sensor or the Lightning shock would be a massive boost for any of us. Particularly those dumb enough––” Zhong poked a thumb in Eric’s direction. “––to enter shootouts with drug enforcers.”
Eric thought about it. Zhong wasn’t wrong, and either of the two augments would definitely help him. Maybe they should give the place a solid once over now that they were here.
“Time for a quick lesson,” Eric stated. “If we’re going to find augments, we will all need to learn how to identify them.”










CHAPTER 23





ERIC GRABBED a bit of normal rubble. He couldn’t create augments, but he could make a short-lived proxy that resembled them.
“Sensing augmentations is difficult,” he explained. “Especially with so much soul-tainted crap around.” He placed the pebble down on the ground in front of him. “I want each of you to see if you can feel this.” 
One by one, they cycled by, and Eric watched them closely. Fiona needed to be almost touching the mock augment before she could sense it. Her frustration was cute. Zhong had a range of five centimeters, and Lucas didn’t move when it came to his turn.
“I can sense it from here.” 
Eric looked at him skeptically. “For real.”
The young man nodded. 
Eric picked up the pebble and tossed it over his head. They all heard it bouncing down the pile until it settled. “And, Lucas, no cheating. I know you’ve got a perception of five.”
Lucas walked casually toward the rubble. “Don’t worry, I have turned my perception boost off.”
His hand swayed back and forth horizontally. About five meters from where the pebble was, Lucas dropped his arm and strode confidently forward. He bent down, dug through some loose rubble, and then triumphantly showed them a small rock.
Eric stared at Lucas in disbelief. He could feel his soul imprint on the pebble the other man held. Even a perception of five shouldn’t have been able to track that small an object. If he had drones to triangulate the sound, then maybe. Eric glanced over his shoulder, but there was nothing there.
Did he cheat? His hand was already holding Fiona’s, so it was easy to send the message. I mean, electronically.
Not that I could see.
That was… Eric cleared his throat. “That’s frankly terrifying.”
Lucas appeared embarrassed. “I have a trait that enhances my sensitivity to souls in my immediate vicinity.” 
Enhanced soul sensitivity

User can sense minuscule variation in soul pressure within a radius of 4.3 meters. Radius increases with soul capability.

Eric looked at Fiona. She was nonplussed, which made sense. No one in Sol at the moment could appreciate what Lucas had achieved. “Lucas. Your value just skyrocketed. Not necessarily on this planet, but on other worlds, that ability will be extraordinary.”
“Plan?” Zhong interrupted in a bored tone.
Eric thought for only an instant. “We escort Lucas through the structure. Hopefully, he’ll find something.”
Fiona came up beside him and pocked him. “What’s your range?”
Eric smiled at her. “Not 4.3 meters. But over two centimeters. Honestly, I’ve never seen someone that bad.”
“Never? In five hundred years?”
“More like two hundred. But no, I’ve seen worse, but you’re still terrible.”
She pouted. He couldn’t help but kiss her. A smile spread across her face.
“You two.” Eric jumped, and Zhong wagged a finger at them. “Save it for the tent.”
Eric considered escalating the PDA, but Fiona had an embarrassed look, so he turned away and went over to the mural Fiona had highlighted. 
Lucas was looping in the other direction, and Eric had already decided if there were augments in this room, they would be hidden here. His hand ran over the detailed engraving, trying to sense the slight shift in his senses that would highlight what he was looking for. It was harder than it looked because the mass of soul-enhanced stone continued to interfere. After completing the lowest section, he shifted his attention higher and repeated the meticulous search. He moved agonizingly slowly to make sure he missed nothing. 
Every now and again, he would re-engage Soul Scouting to confirm that there were no nearby enemies, but their four souls were the only ones present. Lucas was approaching, and he felt him stop half a meter behind him. Eric ignored him and kept going with his meticulous search.
“You have the right idea,” Lucas said finally.
“Thanks!” Eric kept his focus. “I’m not sure I need validation from a twelve-year-old.”
Lucas chuckled. “Twenty-two-year-old.” 
“Sorry, my mistake. It’s hard to judge the age of children.”
“As I said, you had the right idea. The augments are there.”
Eric froze. “They are?”
“Yep, but you will not find them.” 
He stepped away and looked back at the other man. “And why’s that?”
“May I?” Lucas strode forward and started probing the mural in the lower right corner. A spot that Eric had already examined. 
Click.
Lucas flinched at the noise.
“There were no recorded active traps on HC#002,” Eric said, referring to the information that he had memorized earlier.
With extra confidence, Lucas pulled the stone, and it slid out. A triumphant smile split his face. The section that he had removed was almost a foot long. Carefully, he placed it on the floor of the mural, put on a leather glove, and reached in and dragged out three shapeless metal bits. Eric waved his hand over the lumps, and they definitely felt like augments.
He remembered the machine Onk had used that could classify augmentations at the click of a button. 
These they would have to test manually. “I’ll analyze them.”
Fiona pushed in front of him. “No, we can’t risk it. What happens if it’s flawed? You’re the reborn. The church documents are clear about wild augments. Many of them are bad.”
“Stopping the–” He stopped himself from naming humanity’s destroyer.
That piece of knowledge he had decided to keep to himself; otherwise, when the others met the dogs in the wide galactic community, they might react poorly and give the game away.
“–enemy,” he continued smoothly, “will be a joint effort. It won’t just be me. Stuffing up any of you reduces our chances. With my large trait, I have more flexibility.”
“No,” Fiona insisted.
“I’m with her,” Zhong said.
“I have a cannibalization ability,” Eric reminded them. “What might cripple you could be a benefit to me once that trait has eaten it. And…” He hesitated, afraid of waking it. “Guidance.” He whispered the word fearfully, but it didn’t stir. “Gives me access to tools that would let me compensate and remove any damage.”
“At the cost of not getting extra weapons to fight the aliens,” Fiona reminded him.
“I’m doing it,” Eric said firmly. 
“Is that an order?” Zhong asked quietly. 
“No.”
“Then we don’t risk you,” Zhong told him. “Who’s the weakest in our group according to you know what?”
“Samesh.”
“Well, we will put them away for now and let Samesh check what they are.”
Eric looked at the faces around him and realized that he had lost the argument. “Okay. We’ve found one cache of augments. Let’s hope we can find more.”
“And they’re useful,” Fiona whispered.










CHAPTER 24





“AFTER LUCAS FINISHES THIS, what’s next?” Fiona asked before she touched her helmet, and then a wireframe of the space they were in appeared on the floor.
They all crowded around to look at it. There was a corridor stretching out into the distance and an additional four offshoot rooms, though one of them had suffered a rock fall at some point. 
“What are those?” Zhong asked, pointing at the symbol for doors in the long hallway. 
“Likely rooms based on visually identified by AI.”
Fiona waved her hand, and the wireframe vanished and was replaced with a still image of what had been tagged as a door. It was a circular plug of a rock with a slightly different shade to the corridor tone.
“Sorry,” Fiona muttered, and a model of Lucas standing next to the door appeared, giving perspective.
The ‘door’ plug was wider than Lucas was tall. It was a little over two meters high.
Lucas grimaced. “That’s a bad photo.”
Zhong shot him an annoyed look. “Be serious.” Then he turned to Fiona. “Are they all like that?”
“Yes,” Fiona answered, and the images flickered, showing the plugs one after the other. Lucas in the foreground didn’t change, but the plug’s size certainly did. “They vary from a meter to two and a half. Three of them are identically sized.”
Zhong tapped the ground thoughtfully, and the wireframe snapped up once more. “Sonar?”
Lucas startled slightly and then shook his head. “Ten minutes. They’ve been confirming structural integrity of...” He waved at their roof.
“I guess we check the rooms, then,” Eric suggested. 
“More like alcoves,” Lucas told him.
“You’ve already been in one?” 
The blond nodded. “Yes, boss.” 
Eric got up and walked toward the nearest room. It was five meters wide and twenty meters deep and high enough that he wasn’t sure Fiona could jump and touch the top. It was larger than most apartments. “These are way too big to be an alcove.”
Lucas shrugged. “It’s all relative. In a human home, it’s a room, but here, I reckon it’s an alcove.”
“Whatever; you’re being pedantic.”
“Who, me?” Lucas laughed and moved confidently forward. It was clear he had already partially explored the space from the dusty footprints that circled the room.
It was empty, with even walls created from massive blocks of stone over a meter wide and high. There was no grout line, as each of the segments lined up perfectly. The soul pressure emanating from them was palpable.
“They’re cubes too,” Lucas told him. “Some of them were dislodged in the broken room.”
“Impressive.” Eric angled toward the wall, and Zhong changed course, tapping the ground ahead of Eric with a stick he had shaped and brought down for the purpose.
Fiona was beside him, and he grew suspicious. Deliberately, he spun around and took off in a random direction. Lucas reacted, leaping over a patch of dust to land right in front of Eric. Briefly, the other man’s hand was on his chest, forcing him to stop before Lucas used his own staff to tap out the ground.
“Really, guys?”
“What?” Lucas said innocently.
With a sigh, Eric walked out of the room and sat down on some of the rubble that had fallen from the ceiling. They had made it clear that they would not let him do any actual exploration, so all he could do was watch as Lucas went around the room. He came away empty, and with a shrug, they searched the other rooms while Eric watched.
“You know, apart from Lucas, we’re all superfluous,” Fiona said finally.
“Yeah, because the drones are doing everything,” Eric agreed. 
“Look.” Fiona’s helmet lit up once more with the wireframe, but this time, there was open space depicted on the first of the doors along the long corridor. “Let’s check that out.”
He watched as significant glances went between the other three. 
“I’ll open it,” Lucas said finally. “No point sending anyone else. The plugs are only fifteen centimeters thick, so a single soul Blade pass will open them.” Without waiting for an answer, he hurried off.
Eric went to follow, but Fiona grabbed him before he could take a third step. “Hey, do you want to make out?” she asked.
“What?”
“Don’t mind me.” Zhong walked in the direction that Lucas had departed, ready to meet any threats that might be disturbed.
“We might be the first humans to ever make out in some alien ruins.”
“I…”
“Shut up.” She leaned forward, and then all his attention was focused on her.
The radio clicked on. “Sorry to interrupt, guys, but it’s open.”
Fiona broke away, breathless. She smiled and traced his cheek with a single finger. The static on her radio changed, indicating she had opened a channel. “We’re on our way.”
They walked along, and Eric was once more impressed by the size of this central room. It had clearly been an important building or temple at some point. The tunnel, when they got to it, was large enough to drive a truck through, and fifteen meters in, Lucas stood on top of a large piece of rock that had fallen outwards from the spot he had cut into the stone.
“I think it was a bedroom or crypt or something like that.” 
Eric poked his head through the gap Lucas had made. His helmet light lit up the space, and he could instantly understand why those particular purposes had been floated. There were regular alcoves along the side of the room. Two meters tall and a meter and a half wide with a square shape at the bottom and a rounded dome at the top. The room was spotless.
“No dust?”
Eric shut his eyes, to be hit by flashing yellows that made his head hurt. 
Once more, he stood on the concrete pillar in Meditative Perfect Recall. The enormous screen was in front of him.
“Show me modeled sapient species from HC#002.”
The image switched to an alien skeleton. It was sort of like a giant mouse with six legs that sat permanently on its haunches. The image changed to show flesh, and it was covered in scales. 
“Overlay what I just saw.”
The alcove was superimposed around the alien, and he saw it switch sex, grow, and shrink as the AI went through the full life cycle of the creature and its multiple sexes. Then an even bigger and fatter version of the mouse was shown, which was too large for the alcoves he had seen.
“What was their social structure?”
A summary appeared up.
HC#002 Sapients 

A warm-blooded, scaled species with an average adult weight of four hundred kilograms with seven appendages, two arms, two leg-arm hybrids, two hind legs, and a tail for balance. Uses quadrupedal movement (walks on four legs) and has a tail for balance, with the four front limbs capable of fine dexterity work while resting on the hind legs.

Strong cultivation base but no evidence of technology extending beyond what is freely available from the church archive. Based on architectural records, HC#002 was the system of origin. 

Race had four sexes, comprising the primary female that could be pregnant with up to twenty babies at a time at different points of an eleven Earth month cycle. The second sex handled the care of both babies and juveniles, with the third specialized in physical defense and was also the main species observed in space. The fourth variety was assumed to be non-sapient and stayed at the size of a house cat and was postulated to serve a pest control type of service.

All four sexes were required for successful fertilization, and there was no genetic difference between the phenotypes. The expression of sex was hypothesized to have been driven by chemical balances in the primary female and offspring likely selected based on community needs.

Like always, when he read one of these summaries, the weight of history crushed down on Eric. This race had prospered, withered, and then been forgotten.
As humans would… that small voice said.
But not in five hundred years, Eric promised.
He would delay that fate and then cheat the odds to ensure that humanity thrived to the point they would join the elder races with a history stretching into the hundreds of millions of years.
With the touch of sadness still upon him, he opened his eyes to the real world. “You’re right. This is probably a sleeping space.”
Lucas stuck out his tongue at Zhong.
“What are the plugs?” Eric asked curiously.
“Doors,” Lucas said. “If you come in, you can see the hinges that used to be there. They’re also not rock.” He jumped off what he had been standing on, and he pushed it with his foot. “Whatever it’s made of, it’s very light.” 
Eric checked the inside of the door. What could only be large hinges were placed along about a third of the rock. They had been metal and were mostly rusted away. In fact, that observed deterioration was the only side of age in the entire room.
“Weird design with the round plugs.”
Lucas shrugged. “You’re the expert.”
“Not about insignificant worlds,” Eric answered with a sigh. “Are we going to split up to process these rooms faster?”
The three of them shared glances. 
“I’m worried about active traps,” Lucas said suddenly. 
Eric shook his head. “It’s been eight hundred thousand years. There is no way that–”
He stopped speaking. The others were no longer communicating with silent looks. He could see hacking threads between them as they chatted with each other. Eric didn’t even bother to try to intercept the communication. Fiona would have encrypted it, and he would not be getting through it in time to join the conversation.
The rushed conference finished. Zhong’s face was impassive, as always. Lucas refused to meet his eyes.
He checked on Fiona. Her eyes lit up when he made eye contact. Her lips quirked upward, and then her expression firmed into determination. “I agree. Let’s send him up.”
“Fiona!”
“No, Eric.” Her eyes were fierce. “Look around the place. There.” She pointed at the sleeping space they had discovered. “It’s immaculate and sealed off from time. There is no dust; the lack of aging that means traps might still be active.”
“No dust doesn’t mean it’s been sealed off,” Eric protested.
“Sealed for a million years,” Fiona agreed. “If their engineering can do that, then defenses could remain functional.”
“The hinges were rusted. All the metal components in traps would have failed.”
“Not all traps need metal,” Fiona snapped.
“I told you he would react like this,” Zhong said quietly.
“No, you offered a bet,” Fiona said with a chuckle. “Which both of us refused to take despite the generous odds.” 
“Right here,” Eric protested good-naturedly. “And it’s been too long.”
He sent a thread to Fiona.
Next time, take the bet and tell me!
There was a flicker of a smile in response on Fiona’s face.
“The pressure release trigger was working where he found the augments,” Lucas interrupted, pointing back toward where the augments had been hidden.
“That was a simple mechanism. If you scale it, that trap won’t work.” 
“I don’t think that is the case,” Zhong said. “At least not according to my engineering degree.”
“Exactly,” Lucas agreed. “That catch where the augments were hidden released earlier like it was designed to a million years ago. When I pushed it, the whole piece shifted out. That’s pretty delicate work. It’s easy to link that to a larger trap. A series of small mechanisms being triggered until a large effect is generated.”
“I’m the second best at sensing augments.”
Lucas laughed. “That’s like saying the best seven-year-old at a zero-gravity clinic being taught by a pro can go play professional because he’s the second best there.”
“It’s nothing like that.”
“Eric, it sort of is.” Fiona patted him condescendingly on the shoulder. 
“Not at all.”
“Eric, can you honestly say you think you’ll find something that Lucas missed?”
“She’s right, boss,” Lucas said good-naturedly. “You will not help us discover augments.”
“You’re not going to help anywhere else,” Zhong said in his quiet way. “You’re slow, aren’t particularly strong, and have the weakest soul Blade out of all of us here.”
“Yes, I’m currently un-augmented. We all know that.”
“Yep, that,” Zhong agreed, unperturbed. “Frankly, you’re useless down here.”
“And there is the clear potential for risk,” Lucas pointed out.
“No, you’re not going to coddle me.”
“Eric,” Zhong told him. “I supported you when you proposed a plan to shoot eighty gang members. I won’t baby you. But this with…” He pretended to point at Fiona but switched at the last moment to aim at Lucas. “I agree with him!” 
“Is kicking me out your plan, Lucas?” Eric said mildly.
“Absolutely.” Lucas’ grin became broader, and he started to wave goodbye.
Fiona stood up. “Come on, I’ll get you up while these two continue down here.” 
“This is,” Eric argued.
“Sensible,” Fiona interrupted.
And we’ve already had time to make out in million-year-old ruins. Which is by far the best part, she sent over their private text channel.
“If you’re above ground,” she continued for the benefit of everyone else, “you might get some chances to kill some natives and turbocharge your soul progression. Down here, you’re getting in the way.”
Plus, if you behave once we’ve cleared it, we can sneak down later just the two of us.
“I might have some important knowledge in my…”
“Do you have anything you need to share?” Lucas said, suddenly serious.
“Umm, no, but sometimes proximity triggers.” Eric shut up as he saw how they were looking at him. The worst bit about it was that they were right.
His staying down here wasn’t the best course. It was better to be shooting natives or cultivating while still in order to extract the maximum benefit from Temporal Bubble boon.










CHAPTER 25





ERIC ATTACHED himself to the microfiber cable, and then, with Fiona babying him the whole way, he climbed up the narrow crevice. He didn’t blame her for that if their augment levels were reversed, he would do exactly what Fiona was doing to him to her. The microfiber was fixed above and had an internal spring that meant it tugged upward, and then if he fell, there were gears that would stop him from falling. There was also a constant upward tug that negated thirty percent of his weight. With that and Fiona being right next to him to help, the climb was easy.
Once they reached the top, the hovercraft were gone. Eric switched on the radio. “Samesh.”
“Max. You’re up sooner than expected.”
“Max got voted out of team explore,” Fiona said dryly.
There was a pause. “Then you want us to come back?” 
“Yes, please,” Fiona said, smiling at Eric, who wanted to kick her. “Delia?”
“Yep, I’ve turned around.”
“What were you two doing?” Fiona asked curiously.
Delia laughed. “Same as you guys. This is our first alien ruin, so we were exploring. We’ll be back in five.”
With his arms still trembling slightly from the climb, Eric sat down with his back against what used to be a stone wall. The soul energy in it was uncomfortable. Fiona sat with him, and she rested her head lightly on his shoulder. She fitted perfectly there. 
“Sorry.”
“For what?” he asked.
“I feel bad ganging up on you with the others.” 
“Why?”
“It felt disloyal. If I’m your partner, your girlfriend, I’m supposed to have your back.”
“You did.” 
“I don’t know.”
He kissed the back of her head, enjoying the closeness. “I know for a fact I don’t want a relationship where my partner’s entire existence is trying to please me. There are robots for that.”
Fiona pulled away, looking at him with wide eyes. “You didn’t…”
“Who hasn’t?”
“That’s disgusting.”
“I didn’t.” Eric laughed at the horror on her face. “But I don’t look down on those who did.”
“Robotees.” She shivered. “It’s so unnatural.”
“I can’t believe you’re prejudiced. Ten percent have tried it.”
“Maybe in the future,” she muttered. “And what do you mean prejudiced? It’s not like you’re accepting of moonies.” 
“That’s not the same. I have good reason for that prejudice.” 
Fiona giggled, and he realized she had been working him up deliberately. “Sure you do. Traitor GIT, other big baddy, blah, blah, blah.”
“There were others. Lots! There was something wrong with them, learned, genetics, or environmental. It wasn’t a statistical chance.”
She rolled her eyes.
“Do you really have a problem with Robotees?”
“They make me uncomfortable. It’s unnatural.” 
“Each to their own, I say.”
The first hovercraft pulled up. Fiona leaped up to greet Delia. “Eric’s not allowed down into the ruins under any circumstances. No matter what he says.”
“Why?” Delia asked.
“Lucas thinks they might be dangerous,” Eric said.
Fiona sent him an annoyed look. “We don’t think there are traps, but he’s pretty much useless down there. So it’s better for him to be cultivating or murdering poor innocent natives with his technological cheats.” 
“When you put it like that, I might feel a little bad doing it. Maybe I will just use soul Blades from now on.”
“No,” both women snapped at him simultaneously.
“No, Eric,” Fiona said with a slight grin at him. “You need to look after yourself. I’m going to head off.” Fiona caught Delia’s eyes. “He’s your responsibility.”
“I’m not a toddler that needs supervision.”
“I’ll keep an eye on him,” Delia confirmed with a wink at the other girl. 
Fiona, with a smirk and a blown kiss, immediately went down the crevice using the rope to belay down. 
“I’m retiring to use your hovercraft.” 
Delia looked over at him and then nodded. “Go for it.”
Eric climbed to sit in the front passenger side. With a slight hum of machinery, the seat went backward to allow him to lie flat. The materials stored behind it were rotated to be above his head. “Privacy mode.”
With a click, metal screens descended to seal his area off from the driver’s space and the windows all took a dark tint. 
Smiling to himself, he prepared to cultivate, and while it shouldn’t have mattered, he still relaxed when he heard the second hovercraft arriving. Nothing should be able to challenge them on this planet with their combination of technology and soul strength, but it was always prudent to ensure you had safety in numbers.
Delia and Samesh started talking about what they had seen. He, of course, didn’t find any of the surroundings remarkable, but this was their first alien ruin, so of course they were hyped. After a moment, Eric ignored the chatter and focused on his cultivation. All of his attention went on the precise soul movements required to build up his cultivation perfectly. His routine took him through every square centimeter of his skin, then his organs, then he redid his skin before focusing on his bones. Each time he switched to a different type of tissue, his mindset changed to get the most out of the cultivation session. He had to scrap and push for every bit of advantage that he could. Reborn or not, it was unfortunate that he lacked one of the ridiculously powerful cultivation traits that everyone on this mission possessed.
“Lucrative.” He heard Fiona’s voice, and his eyes snapped open. 
They were back. 
Eric sat up, and the seat returned to its normal position, and the window tint vanished. He hurried out. 
“That crazy reborn emerges,” Samesh quipped when he saw Eric pop out of the hovercraft. “The instant his girlfriend gets back. Very suspicious.”
“Moonie,” Eric shot off good-naturedly, and Samesh laughed in genuine amusement.
He went around the second hovercraft to where the others were gathered. He breathed easier once it was confirmed that everyone was present without injuries. 
“You’re back early.”
Samesh cleared his throat behind Eric’s back.
“What?”
“You’ve cultivated for the entire night. Don’t you need to eat?”
“Umm, yes… No.” 
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“There’s a line in the boon that says without entropy increasing. I thought it just extended to not aging, but it may also apply to food.”
Eric noticed everyone was listening.
“You can choose not to age?” Samesh asked.
“I think so?”
“Or eat.”
Eric nodded.
“How about breathe?” Fiona asked.
Eric checked whether that was possible. He shut his eyes and turned on Temporal Bubble. This time, unlike usual, he focused on not breathing. Nothing happened. There was no pressure building up in his chest to force him to take a breath. It was effortless. Half a minute passed, and while he could hold his breath for a full minute, he couldn’t go this far usually without his body complaining. “Yes, no need to breathe, but it’s not what’s intended, and if I misuse it for too long, it might break.”
“Nice tool to have in a back pocket,” Zhong observed. “Like if there’s poison gas, then can you stop breathing.”
“I hadn’t thought of that.”
“If it doesn’t break it, then we should practice it occasionally,” Zhong continued, his tone slightly happier. “I’ll get the printer to produce some non-lethal incapacitating gas.” He rubbed his hand in pretend glee, or maybe not pretend. “You’ll also need to experience not breathing while moving around. Maybe some rubber bullets as well.”
Eric ignored him even though he knew Zhong wasn’t joking. Sometime tomorrow, he would be forced through a drill with Zhong shooting at him while he stood in a cloud of tear gas or something similar. The best plan was to ignore him and try to deflect before the ordeal they were planning deteriorated further.
“How did it go?”
“There was some pretty impressive stuff down there,” Lucas said, pulling out a container. “No traps, lots of fascinating murals, and a heap of caches, most of which were probably degraded. We’ll need to assess each one separately and work out whether we want to use any.”
Eric cleared his throat. “Our assumption is that we won’t find any more for the rest of the trip. Functioning augmentations on HC#002 was really rare. When choosing to distribute these, the presumption has to be that there are no more.”
Lucas pulled off the lid of the container. The first layer must have contained forty augments. 
“How many layers?” Eric asked before he could help himself.
Lucas looked amused. “For an old guy, you sure are impatient, but four layers in total, and we’re going to have to assess them and then work out how to distribute it already.”
“Why haven’t you already done that?” Delia asked with a bored tone, but everyone could tell she was keenly interested. 
“I’ll answer that,” Eric interrupted Lucas just as he was about to speak.
Ultimately, he was the boss, and he didn’t want Samesh to think that Lucas was making decisions that were detrimental to someone else on the team.
“In the future, there are machines to do the assessment, but we obviously don’t have access to them here. Instead, we need to rely on contact with our souls to assess what an augment does. That, unfortunately, comes with a fair bit of risk. With most augments, you’ll be able to choose whether you accept them, but some bond forcefully with you at first contact. Worst, most of the ones that do that end up being flawed and non-removable.”
Lucas interrupted, “Eric’s dancing around saying that identifying unknown augments can be dangerous and that we’re all potential heroes.”
“So, who’s testing them?” Delia asked, worry in her voice.
“Not Eric,” Fiona declared.
“Agreed,” Lucas said instantly, his words almost overlapping with Fiona’s.
“Then who?” Samesh asked. 
Delia was looking around, but Eric, Lucas and Zhong all looked at Samesh. After a moment, the two girls did as well.
Samesh put his hand on his heart. “I guess that answers it. Why me?”
“Guidance rated you the least valuable,” Eric told him.
“What, so we’re seriously going to trust a multibillion-year-old entity that examined me for less than a second over my innate awesomeness?” 
Everyone burst out laughing. Samesh didn’t look offended at all.
“So you guys are all rated higher than me?” He shook his head. “Guidance is broken.”
Eric wasn’t the only person who flinched at that casual mocking of the boon. 
Samesh sat with a very satisfied smirk at their reaction. “Hit me.”
Lucas passed over the tray with all the augments. 
Then, carefully, Samesh touched the first one. With their soul sensitivity, they could all feel it buzz slightly. “Corrupted.”
He plucked it, and then held it between his thumb and forefinger. He looked around, trying to work out what to do.
“Fire,” Lucas suggested.
Samesh checked with Eric, who shrugged to show that Lucas’ decision might be reasonable.
“Fire it is, then.” He flicked it away, and it landed amongst the flames, falling between the logs and out of sight.
Eric looked at Lucas. “Well?”
“Um, partially successful, I would guess. It’s definitely weaker now.” 
Samesh touched the next one. “Broken.” Then he picked it up and held it out between his fingers. “Pretty.” The stone, even though only the size of a piece of grain, caught the early morning sun–a mixture of metallic and crystalline.
“No souvenirs,” Eric told them firmly. “Even broken augments.”
It was thrown into the fire, and Samesh moved on. Then he laughed. “This one uses forty soul space and improves your soul Defense by two.”
Everyone looked stunned at that description.
Delia shook her head. “Crap.”
Lucas’ eyes flicked to the fire with an unspoken order. “No one anywhere would be interested in that.”
Samesh flicked it into the flames as requested.
Lucas appeared disappointed. “I presume it used to give a lot more. It’s probably deteriorated over the last million years.”
“Probably,” Samesh agreed non-committedly. He touched another augment. “Error.” Then moved on. “Not compatible.” Samesh looked up, seeking guidance. 
Lucas’ eyes sharpened. “You mean it’s functional, but not for humans.”
“Yes.”
“That’s worth trading. Might pay for the expedition by itself.”
“Fry and throw it,” Eric ordered without hesitation.
“Why?” Lucas complained. “We’re here to make money.”
“What?” Eric asked, perplexed. “We’re not here to make money. We have credits and will earn so much that we’ll be swimming in them. We’re here to get a boon and not draw attention to ourselves. Trying to sell an augment will attract scrutiny we don’t want.”
“How do I fry it?” Samesh asked, not at all interested in what Lucas might think.
“Blast it with energy from your soul. Then check to see whether it’s still incompatible, dead, or damaged.”
They all felt the energy flow through Samesh’s fingers. His eyes shut in concentration. Then he studied the piece of metal on his finger. He nodded in satisfaction and flicked the augment into the fire.
His fingers plucked another augment. “Good,” he declared and moved to the next. “Broken.” And on he went, sorting the working ones from the broken and damaged. 
Within five minutes, the first layer was complete, and he started on the second. Abruptly, one of the augments he touched fizzled under his touch. A look of panic crossed Samesh’s face and he hurriedly wiped the augment off using the edge of the tin and scrambled away. 
“What?” Eric asked even as he leaped to his feet. 
“Evil,” Samesh declared and shut his eyes. “Give me a moment to check.” There was a long pause. “No damage, soul space unaffected, no residual impact.” His eyes opened with relief etched across his face. “When I touched it, the thing announced automatic installation. There was no description of what?”
“Did you get any impression regarding what it was going to do?” Eric asked, knowing that some augments were like that. They might not grant an explanation, but the person touching them could usually tell what they would do.
“Umm. Bad stuff. I think it was some sort of soul virus thing. Once installed, it would lower soul skills. I got it off in time. Another second.” Samesh shuddered. “Is that even possible? Or was it my imagination?”
Eric nodded. “Yeah. That’s definitely a thing. Pretty rare, though.” Eric caught his eye. “How strong was it?”
“More powerful than me,” Samesh shrugged. “Beyond that, it’s hard to say.”
Eric got up and studied the chunk of rock that Samesh had sheared off his skin. Eric lowered his hand to hover just over it. It was clearly damaged, and he could sense it losing energy to the surrounding metal and air. That particular augment was broken. “Breaking it off as you did killed it.”
“What are you thinking?” Lucas asked.
“Some objects are worth taking a risk to have available.” Carefully, Eric pulled out each tray to let him study every augment the others had collected. “They’re called soul suppressors and shave off a set amount of soul capability. They’re all permanent with the normal soul-related stud disclaimers.”
“Normal disclaimers!” Fiona asked. “And prey tell us plebs what they are.”
“There are always exceptions. Entities, traits, and augments that can undo it. For the vast majority, no matter what their personal resources are, that usually means permanent. It’s not like you can bribe an entity.”
“How powerful?”
Eric glanced over at Zhong. Of course, he would ask that. “From Samesh’s description, I would say anything from seventeen to thirty. Anymore, he would have described it in terms of its power being absolute.” Before he got any more questions, Eric hurriedly shut his eyes.
Lights flashed past him, and then he was looking up at a screen in Meditative Perfect Recall.
All three untouched layers were displayed, and four of the remaining augments were circled because they were the same size and shape as the one that had been broken. He wished he had proper technology to run over the augments, but nothing was available, so he had to rely on less accurate primitive methods. 
“Thank you.”
He opened his eyes and then carefully held a finger over each of the ones he identified as similar. They all felt the same. “Lucas?” He waved at the box.
The other man stepped forward and duplicated what Eric had done. “They feel identical to me.” 
Eric nodded and then, using a stick, picked up the broken augment and tossed it into the fire. “How about the others?”
Lucas ran his hand around the container. “None of the others feel the same. As in at all, the other ones differ from each other, but those four feel like they came off a production line.”
“They very well could have. Put them aside,” Eric decided. “They may be the most valuable thing we get out of this mission, including the boon.” 
Lucas did exactly what Eric had asked for
If they possessed a method of suppressing other soul users, it really opened up options in the information-gathering space. If they shaved off twenty or more levels, they would remain useful for a significant amount of time. With four, they could take out a low-level Adept.
Eric sat back in his normal spot, and Samesh continued processing the remaining augments. On the last layer, another augment sizzled and stuck to his finger. Samesh tried to flick it away but failed. 
It sank fully into his skin.
Everyone looked at Samesh. His face had gone white.
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EVERY SINGLE ONE of them had leaped to their feet at Samesh’s face. He transitioned from shocked horror to the relieved expression of a man whose doctor had accidentally diagnosed him with cancer before clarifying, ‘I meant don’t.’
Eric sighed in relief. “And?”
Samesh had his eyes shut once more. “Passable. But not what I would have chosen. I have gained the capacity to prevent Soul Jumps near me. It’s rated low rare. Can’t be uninstalled.”
Eric grimaced at that. It was almost the worst case, but he didn’t say that.
“Scales with my temporal jump ability.” 
Eric perked up. “How good is the scaling?”
“Eighty percent.”
“And you said it started low rare.”
Internally, Eric completed the mathematics in his head. Low rare meant the augment was strong to around a soul capability level of twenty to thirty. Then if it scaled at eighty percent with Samesh’s Jump ability, then it would be many levels until it was deemed weak.
“Not a handicap until the end of the Initiate rank,” he mumbled to himself.
“Apart from the fact that it’s using soul space on a useless ability,” Samesh said with a hint of bitterness. He might not have cancer, but the doctor still wanted to operate on him. Just because it wasn’t a worst case didn’t mean it was good news.
“It’s niche, not useless,” Eric disputed. “If you’re fighting natives that can Soul Jump, it’s invaluable. It can also stop people from Soul Jumping away. For example, you can sneak on an enemy ship and ground it until your allies arrive.”
“Would you take it, Mr. Reborn?”
Eric stared at Samesh. It was all mock anger. Eric suspected the man was pleased to have gotten a rare augment, even if it was at the lower levels. “If its scaling was ninety percent and no one else in my team had it. Absolutely.”
“Easy to say when you already had a sacrificial lamb.”
Eric pointed at the remaining unclassified augments. “Baa.”
“Hey.”
Everyone joined in. 
“Baa.”
“BAA.”
“Baaa!” 
Chuckling at the silliness, Samesh picked up the next and then threw it away into the fire. The one after got placed aside, and he remotely updated the information on their network. Within two minutes, they were all processed with no nasty surprises through only one other useable augment.
Lucas clapped. “Well done. Time to distribute the loot. The boss made it clear we’re not taking any of these back home. Anything we don’t use, we sacrifice to Eric’s cannibalization trait.”
“Shouldn’t they all go there?” Delia asked curiously.
“Maybe,” Fiona said thoughtfully.
Eric poked her in response. “No. We lose a lot whenever I do that, and most of the time, it’s useless. Better to get everyone else an upgrade than gamble for a small benefit for one.”
Zhong made a show of consulting his tablet, though they all already knew what was there. “A variety of mundane damage sensors, which look awesome. All but one can be uninstalled. Vote to destroy that one immediately.”
“Aye.”
“Yep.” 
Lucas grabbed the offending augmentation. Everyone felt the soul energy attack that Lucas unleashed upon it. Then he hesitated. “Umm, how do you destroy it? That didn’t feel like it worked, but Samesh’s earlier did?”
“Blasts can work but aren’t reliable. The one Samesh destroyed earlier was severely degraded. That one.” Eric indicated the one Lucas still held. “It’s completely intact. You need to use a stronger method.”
“Hints?”
Eric arched an eyebrow at him. “Do you really need hints?”
Fiona stood up. “I’ll do it.”
She had a very self-satisfied expression on her face. She got close and cupped one hand. The semi-translucent simmer of the Soul Armor appeared.
Lucas dropped the augment in. “No need to be patronizing. I had thought about that too.” 
Fiona brought her soul dagger down and pinned it between armor and the impossibly sharp Blade. The augment was halved. Then, for good measure, she blasted it with a surge of soul energy. “Is that enough?”
“Yep, I’m sure you can feel its energy leaking now. By tomorrow, it will be some random minerals,” Eric assured them. She threw the pieces into the fire. By the time the ashes cooled, Eric knew they would be completely inactive.
Zhong cleared his throat. “First point, do we all agree Max gets the most powerful?”
“Agreed.” 
“Aye.”
Fiona sat down next to him and nudged him. “How does it feel,” she staged-whispered, “to not have a say in your own life anymore?”
Eric smiled and bumped her back but kept his focus on Lucas. “You said first, so what else?”
“Three reality stability augments ranging from common to uncommon. All of them can be uninstalled, but nothing as good as the one Samesh got.”
“Yay me!” Samesh cheered.
“Eric, cannibalization,” Lucas suggested. 
“Unless someone wants the…” Eric threw the data spec to everyone. 
Reality Stability (Uncommon)

A soul augmentation that prevents Soul Jumps from occurring within nine meters of a person. Effectiveness scales off the Soul Jump level of the target relative to 22. Any level under this will be fully suppressed. 

Soul Space Required - 10

Soul space can be released by destroying the augmentation. 

“It’s actually powerful until your Soul Jump is above twenty-five, and I doubt it will give me anything good from cannibalization. That partial growth of the other two excites me more than this one. Even if from a practical viewpoint, they’re worse.”
Reality Stability (Uncommon)

A soul augmentation that prevents Soul Jumps from occurring within a certain distance of the person. Effectiveness scales off the Soul Jump level of the target relative to the user’s Soul Jump * 0.7. Anyone with a Soul Jump level under this value will be fully suppressed. 

Soul Space Required - 22

“This is almost useless for us, but I can see that scaling functioning being important when I cannibalize something. Like the first version stops anything under twenty-two, but if my Soul Jump is a hundred, then that second one will suppress up to seventy, which I hope means it’s inherently more powerful.”
“But you don’t know,” Fiona said immediately, picking up on his words. “You should cannibalize all of them and see.”
“No!”
Fiona grinned at him. “Are you brave enough to put this up for a vote?”
Eric laughed, then shook his head. “No. One of you uses the flat benefit. It’s too valuable to risk wasting.”
Zhong tapped his own leg thoughtfully. “How is cannibalization a waste?”
“Because I’m limited to three traits, hopefully, four when my soul reaches the Awakened stage, and frankly, most things I cannibalize have given me shitty traits. Like plus one to soul Blade or two extra soul space or all traits are improved by 0.1 percent.”
“You’re right,” Zhong agreed, laughing. “They don’t sound very useful.”
“I’m sure at some point that cannibalization ability will give me something incredible. But…” He shrugged. “Not yet.”
“Next,” Lucas said. “Let’s talk about the Cower one. It’s a doozy.”
“Eric, every day of the week,” Delia told them. 
“No, Fiona.”
Everyone looked at him closely at that pronouncement. They had all been expecting him to claim it for himself. After all, it used next to no soul space and scaled directly with soul power.
Cower Booster (Rare) - Growth +

A soul augmentation that allows the user to build up a charge that doubles Cower strength (capped at +60) for five minutes when used. Charge takes an hour to regenerate. 

On soul advancement, the number of charges and/or strength of effect may increase.

Soul Space Required - 5

Soul space can be released by destroying the augmentation. 

“Fiona has a trait that can make the most of it,” Eric explained.
She bit her lip and nodded when they all looked at her. 
Lucas laughed at her awkwardness. “Are you sharing?”
“Umm, no, it just strengthens my Cower ability and lets me direct it at individuals.” 
“Her traits already make her Cower powerful,” Eric supplied for everyone listening. “But with that augmentation, it becomes terrifying. Even at the cap and assuming it never advances as her soul improves, it’s incredibly potent.”
“I still think we should vote on it,” Lucas said insistently. “This is too impressive to waste.”
“I’m not the teenager I look like,” Eric said flatly.
“I’m not saying you are,” Lucas said defensively.
Delia shook her head. “You kind of were.”
“I’m not.”
“How were you not?”
“Delia, I…” Lucas stopped talking, realizing she had him trapped. “I conceded. The Cower augment goes to Fiona, but we still need to discuss the last flat reality stabilizer and the mundane damage sensors.”
“I vote the mundane sensors get distributed based on Guidance rating.” Delia flinched when she realized she had said the boon’s name out loud. Like she expected Godzilla to erupt from Eric’s stomach. 
Nothing happened. 
“Sorry.” Her eyes were still wide with panic. “Anyway, given along those lines.”
“Agreed.”
“Yes.”
Fiona shook her head. “Are you guys just trying to work out what everyone’s ranks are?”
Lucas and Delia shook their head guiltily. Samesh, who had been established as the lowest, didn’t care.
Zhong grunted. “Nope, I already know. Him,” he pointed at Eric. “The girlfriend, me, her, captain almighty.” He gestured at Lucas. “And of course, Samesh.”
Delia and Lucas looked at Eric for conformation. Eric considered the two hopeful faces. “Yep.” He smiled, not bothering to correct the fact that Zhong had gotten Lucas and Delia the wrong way around. There was only one point in it, and it might teach Lucas some humility. “Are we decided, then?”
“Nope,” Lucas said. “There’s the flat twenty-two reality stabilizer we need to assign.”
“Whoever wants it,” Eric said tiredly. “Same order of preference as earlier. Now give me my new toy. Finally, a cool battle augment.”










CHAPTER 27





ERIC ACCEPTED the offered augment with his bare hand. 
Would you like to absorb the following augment?
Mundane Damage Sensor (Uncommon)

Tracks sources of physical and dimension damage and will automatically utilize the minimum Soul Armor amount to block. 

Capable of supporting up to 16 simultaneous shields. 

Soul space required - 15

Soul space can be released by destroying the augmentation.

In addition, there was a whole host of extra information that basically boiled down to the technical specifications that the upgrade offered. Eric’s augment was the best, not because it had extra bells and whistles but because it did all the core functions a little better than the others. His one could track and block some non-space dimensional attacks, had superior identification for incoming damage, generated more concurrent shields, and used less energy to stop a bullet than all the others. It was almost good enough to be rare rated, and the only reason it wasn’t was that no one really cared about mundane stuff. If it didn’t help the soul-to-soul duel, an augment could only be so valuable.
“Yes,” Eric said.
Mundane Damage Sensor detected. Would you like to cannibalize?
“No.”
The augment slotted in. 
Eric looked around. Everyone else had absorbed theirs. 
“This is a good day,” he told them. “We’re now all much more likely to survive. If anyone tries to snipe us, they’re going to fail.”
Lucas gave a thumbs-up and nodded at the unwanted augments still in front of Eric. “Come on, do your cannibalization.”
“No. I’m waiting until I increase my soul stage. It’s close, and I think I’ll get a better result then.”
Eric jumped to his feet. “What are you doing, everyone? The sun’s up. Let’s go out and explore.”
Every single person looked at him and groaned.
Samesh stood uncertainly. “Um, Mr. Max, Reborn, um, God, the rest of us didn’t have a nap and have worked all night. We poor peons would appreciate a chance to sleep. I know we’re not worthy of your magnificence, but a few hours will help us worship your footsteps more effectively.”
Eric received hopeful looks, but Lucas instead focused on Samesh. He pointed. “You know, if I hadn’t fallen asleep mid-sentence, that punchline might have been funny.”
Everyone but Samesh smirked. 
“Eric?” Samesh asked.
“Fine,” Eric told them. “Six hours.”
Eric followed Fiona to the hovercraft. “You’re welcome to act as a pillow, but I’m sleeping.”
“That’s my job,” Eric said cheerfully, and he lay down with Fiona’s head on his chest. He fell asleep almost immediately. 
At breakfast, it was dark, with the sun having just set, and everyone else looked underslept. This planet spun faster than Earth, and the day-night cycle was only twelve hours. At this latitude, there were slightly more than six hours of sunlight and a little less of night. That didn’t bother them. With modern technology, night was almost as easy to navigate as day.
They lit the fire and ate native greasy meat, then packed up the camp.
In short order, they were ready, and they all piled onto their assigned vehicles.
They took off again with everyone but Zhong wearing eye goggles to artificially boost their vision. 
As they drove, Samesh and Delia kept directing them to stop to take samples of animals and plants they passed. The occasional Evolved bird that flew overhead was taken out by Samesh, and unfortunately, there were no herds of anything Eric could fight and benefit from. They passed two more ruins, each of them far smaller than the first and nowhere near as intact. Dutifully, they explored, but neither of them had the underground treasure trove, and the surface rubble felt significantly more weathered as well. They were a complete disappointment.
They continued on.
Zhong stopped the hovercraft and pointed. “There. You said you wanted a target.”
Soul Scouting flashed out and confirmed that it was a high-level Evolved animal. It would definitely increase his soul cultivation.
Eric immediately lifted his gun and lined it up.
“I’m taking it,” he told them.
His hand became perfectly steady as firing routines took care of the details he needed.
It was almost certainly a phase lion, probably with automatic Soul Armor. They were painful to kill but were at a sufficiently high level that they would bump him up significantly even if he used bullets. Unless he got close, he would not get the maximum one point five percent of a level, but he was approaching his next level, and even a half percent boost might be sufficient.
Fiona was crouched on the side of the hovercraft. Several drones flew out to get multiple angles of the target while Fiona’s processor took control of them and extended a hacking thread to him and Zhong. They now had access to her processed information, a simulated image of the animal that would persist even if it used the phase ability. That was important because, from experience, they knew that when the lion started phasing, the multiple perspectives her drones created would allow them to track it more easily.
Phase Lions didn’t use Soul Jump, or at least directly. Instead, it was a weird perversion of the ability that Meditative Perfect Recall had no useful information on. Lots of anecdotes talked about the skill, but there had never been a scientific study to quantify it, so he didn’t have any hard data on the skill. Which shocked Eric, but then again, no one had ever cared about HC#002, and there were no recorded cases of sapient species using phasing, so no detailed reports had been included in any of the briefings packs his one-time bosses had forced on him. For this native, all they could base their battle plan on was what they had observed previously.
“I dislike phase lions.”
Zhong chuckled. “Is that because I had to save you last time?”
“No, it was because I didn’t get the cultivation boost. What do we know? What’s the best way to kill it?”
“Lots of bullets on target kill most things,” Zhong answered dryly. 
“Zhong, stop teasing Eric. As his girlfriend, that’s my job. Eric, you point that end at the animal and hold this thing down here. You can do it. I have faith in you.”
“Thanks for your support, Fiona. I appreciate it.”
“I know you do, bubs.” She winked. “Before we start, does anyone have any ideas to enhance the identification routines? Last time, they were good, not perfect. We know that when a projectile hits it, the cat phases out of visual and infrared spectrums, sometimes for long periods. To bypass that, we have four drones in the air that are measuring ultraviolet, light distortion, and paw prints on the ground. That combination gives us a virtual projection of your target.”
“I can’t think of anything else,” Zhong admitted grudgingly.
“The plan is that Eric holds down the trigger, this bit,” she said in a loud, patronizing voice and a wink while pointing. “’Til little kitty goes to sleep. The assumption is that the shield defense will give out, eventually like the last one. If it gets within a hundred meters without being taken down, then the rest of the team will start shooting, aiming for the legs to incapacitate and give Eric a chance to get the killing blow. Agree?”
There was a chorus of affirmations over the radio.
Eric pointed at Zhong’s weapon. “Should I switch guns?”
Zhong put a hand protectively over his AX11. “Nope. Your gun is plenty good enough.”
“Nope.” Then her facial expression changed with a teasing twinkle to her eye. “Aim, then hold the trigger. You can do this.” 
Eric did as instructed, and bullets rained down on the target. Almost invisible sections of translucent air appeared, and the projectiles bounced off them. The lion leaped into the air and went invisible. He tracked it with the use of the wireframe that Fiona was sending into his eyes. The AX5 kept firing, and even though visually the lion wasn’t there, the bullets ricocheted off the empty space. Its shields were strong and could be sustained for an extended period and worked identically to the augmentation he had just absorbed.
Like the previous lion, rather than running, it charged toward the surprise attack. Even phased out and technically invisible, its instincts made it juke left and right to avoid the bullets. 
The closer it got, the better for his cultivation base, but he didn’t slow his bullets. If it got too close, everyone else would join in, and then he might get nothing again. 
The AX5 shot constantly, and when it was halfway to him, there was a puff of red blood. Eric didn’t let up his hail of bullets. The shield might have been depleted briefly, but the lion’s armor recovered quickly. They had learned that lesson the hard way when they had played cute and tried to get closer to the vulnerable lion before killing it. It hadn’t stayed helpless for long enough. 
Sure enough, despite one shot having been successful, the next few pinged off empty air intercepted by small fragments of Soul Armor. Then three more puffs of blood occurred in quick succession mid-body. Given the inaccuracy of the wireframe, he always aimed for the center of mass. Abruptly, the wireframe did a one-eighty as the lion went from attacking to fleeing. Unfortunately for it, its soul was already stressed from overuse. The phase ability partially failed, and Eric could suddenly see half its head. Two ears and part of a skull suspended a meter above the ground. The AX5 reacted with a series of soft puffs. 
Despite everything, the bullets sparked off Armor that had reactivated.
Yet it was clearly struggling. More of the animal became visible, and he kept the gun trained and the firing continuous. 
A bullet slipped through right on the base of the skull. Then a second and third, and the animal flipped over and slid helplessly along the ground. 
Apparently dead.
He changed his targeting, and a close grouping of shots slammed into its heart area.
“I think it’s dead, Max,” Zhong said, even as a familiar rush of energy from his vampiric trait occurred. 
Then Eric felt his soul react to the inflow of cultivation. It immediately started trembling, and he knew he had finally passed the threshold to becoming Awakened. Statistically, you were not supposed to feel this transition, but Eric had no trouble with it.
The resonances were steadily building, and while that was occurring, he checked the benefit from the lion. 
Cultivation level granted 0.4%

He had killed it with guns at a range of two hundred meters to get that sort of boost was incredible. Then again, it had weathered concentrated gunfire for almost fifteen seconds before its defenses had finally slipped, and Armor wasn’t even its most powerful skill.
He gave the others a thumbs-up and then sat down abruptly.
The resonance in his soul had spread throughout the body, but initially, it concentrated in his skin. Those watching would see nothing, but Eric felt like his entire body was vibrating fast enough to create noise. Pins and needles started up all over his skin. It wasn’t painful, just extremely uncomfortable.
The process continued gaining steam.
Then there was a shift from resonance to change. It radiated from the outside in. His soul became more solid, and even though, physically, his skin hadn’t changed to him, it felt tougher, and it was, but not to mundane attacks in the space dimensions. Instead, it was better at resisting anything striking from the dimensions related to the soul. Things like soul viruses would now have more difficulty infecting him.
The process continued. His organs got converted, then his bones, and finally his muscles.
Then it was done.
He ran a hand down his arm. It all felt the same, but it was totally different.
“Wow. That was intense this time around.”
“You’ve advanced?” Fiona asked.
Eric nodded.
“And intense? I didn’t feel a thing when I transitioned to Awakened. To be honest, I’m not even sure I noticed for a few days.”
“That’s normal,” Eric told her. “You generally don’t feel anything before the Initiate advancement. I’m extra sensitive this time around.” He stood and jumped up and down on the deck of the hovercraft to test his new body.
Everything was the same.
“And Initiate transition is usually rough. If my Awakened one had this impact, I’m not looking forward to future advancements. From now, I’ll need to make sure I advance in safe locations,” he mused.
He had advanced. A surprising sense of accomplishment flowed over him.
Now he could check to see what had changed.
Then Guidance stirred.










CHAPTER 28





GUIDANCE WAS MOVING, admittedly not as much as usual, but given his internal focus, he felt that shift. It reached across from one part of his soul to another, and then it tinkered.
Eric held his breath while trying not to think about the feeling of those infinitely powerful tendrils doing stuff to him. It didn’t matter that it had always been on his side. An unimaginable alien creature was manipulating matter inside his very soul, and he wanted to scream, curl into a ball, or vanish into nothingness. 
Then it settled.
His lungs were burning, and he released an explosive gasp and sucked in air desperately. 
“What?” Zhong asked.
Fiona said nothing, but it was clear from her expression that she had registered his spike of distress when Guidance had first moved.
“You know what,” Fiona told Zhong quietly. 
“Oh.”
Eric ignored the two of them. His teeth were not even sore. Maybe he had imagined it. 
Curiously, he ran his tongue over his them. They felt tender but were nowhere near the usual.  
It didn’t matter. He wiped the sweat off his brow. “I’m officially Awakened.” 
Fiona massaged his neck gently. She knew the turmoil happening inside of him. “Great job.” 
“I don’t care about that,” Zhong declared. “Give me the details. Did you get any new broken skills?”
“What about congratulations?” Fiona shot back.
“It’s okay.” Eric squeezed her hand. “I don’t need validation from one of my thralls.”
She giggled. 
“Hilarious, you should take a standup comedy gig.”
“Sorry, too busy saving the world.”
With a thought, his status was brought up for all of them to see.
Soul Stage–Awakened

Soul Traits: 

 
	Tier 4: Soul Scouting (IV), Epic Absorption
	Tier 3: Large, Variable Projection, Silent, Armored Soul, Unity
	Tier 2: Soul Defense

Soul Base Traits: Soul Optimization (II), Dimensional Charging (IV), Soul Augmentation Cannibalization (III), Processor Integration (I), Cultivation (I) (removable), {Empty slot}

Soul Disciplines (7): Armor (9), Soul Jump (11), Defense (6) + 5, Blade (5), Cower (5), Explosion (2.5) 

Physical Might (1):
Classification–NA. Subskills: Strength (1), Agility (1)

Sensory Capability (2):
Classification–Uncommon. Subskills: - Vision (2), Hearing (1), Smell (1), Interpretation (4)

Offensive Augmentations: Hacking (38)

Defensive Augmentations: Mundane Damage Sensor (Uncommon)

Boons: Flaming Joy (5)

Hidden Boons:
Temporal bubble (7), Meditative Perfect Recall, Guidance

At a single glance, very little had changed. He had been hoping to get a new trait, but that hadn’t happened. However, Guidance had done something, so it was almost certainly a surprise hidden in the details. First, Eric focused on the boon lines. 
“None of the boons have altered,” he reported after checking them. “I expected that for Temporal Bubble, as it was already above level seven, but I’d hoped for more from Flaming Joy. It’s a growth boon. It could have upgraded.” Disappointment dripped from his words. “Oh, well.”
He poked it and checked the details, but apart from the quantifiable strength, which improved in tandem with soul capability, nothing had evolved. 
Boon of Flaming Joy (6).

Type: Growth

Generation - Current - 6 - Potential - Unlimited

Suppression -
Current - 0.3 - Potential - 3

Manipulation -
Current - 7 - Potential - Unlimited

Rating - Legendary

“Maybe it will add extra stuff when my soul advances to the Evolved stage or when it reaches seven.”
“Traits?” Zhong questioned, trying to sound nonchalant, but that he asked gave it away.
Eric looked across at the other man. “Patience, grasshopper.” He threw the first of his updated traits to everyone.
Trait: Soul Scouting (IV)

Observing abilities

 
	Enables remote scouting at a distance of 4 times soul level cubed plus a hundred meters. 
	Multiple views of mundane information, including sound and electromagnetic stretching from infrared to ultraviolet wavelengths.
	Determine the strength of soul and sub-disciplines. Gain an impression of the functionality of high-rarity traits.
	Determine the strength of Physical Might and Sensory Capabilities to the sub-level.
	Name of most powerful trait, boon, and augment.

Influence abilities

 
	Create a noise of up to 110 decibels or at four locations at 90 decibels. 
	Create a medium kinetic push.
	Remote electronic hacking thread.  

Upgradable.

“Bullshit,” Zhong yelled, jumping to his feet. “That’s bullshit.”
The radio clicked on. “That hacking looks awesome.” Lucas waved at them. “Let’s see how it works. Hack something over here.” 
Eric grinned, and with a thought, he was in the hovercraft next to the main processing unit. The throughput of the link wasn’t the best, and he had to mentally input the code, which was inefficient. As it was currently set up, it lacked the capacity to brute force anything, but he already knew exactly how to gain access to the processing unit. The other hovercraft started up.
“Hey,” he heard Lucas protest. “Let’s see if I can hack you back.” Eric lost control of the craft a moment later. With only having access to a manual input, there was no way he could keep up with Lucas’ automatic program.
“Not too powerful, then,” Lucas muttered across the open connection.
“Two hundred meters?” Zhong exclaimed. “Have you ever heard of anything with that range?”
“Yes,” Eric answered simply. “But only augments at the epic level.”
Fiona poked him. “What’s epic? Is it equivalent to Initiate?”
“It’s not clean, but Epic augments are mid-Initiate all the way to the end of Adept.”
“If I’m reading this right, your current range is almost one and a half kilometers and increases materially as your soul capability goes up. So broken,” Lucas said. 
“What does the push feel like?” Samesh asked.
Instantly, with Soul Scouting, it was like Eric stood behind the other man. Samesh, as he often did, was half leaning over the edge, watching the wind go through the grass. He pushed him hard on the shoulder.
“Goddamn it.” The man clutched the railing and avoided pitching over. Samesh looked behind him and saw that Lucas and Delia were nowhere near him. “Eric, was that you?”
“Yep.”
“That’s incredible.”
“Push me.”
“And me.”
Eric leaped around all of them, pushing them on the shoulder. There was a slight cooldown of each effort, but it was so negligible to be almost unnoticeable. 
“Relative to a soul Blade, it isn’t that strong,” Lucas said. “But as a mischief tool, it’s bloody lethal.”
“By level ten, I’ll be able to do it at four kilometers. By the time I’m ready to hit Evolved at level nineteen, it’ll be twenty kilometers.”
Lucas whistled. “That’s from one end of most stations to the other. What else?”
Eric pulled up the second trait that had been changed. This was part of his soul base and the one he was sure Guidance had influenced. “This is from soul base.”
Processor Integration (I)

Type: Growth

Allows soul-based processors and AI to integrate with soul traits and boons. At level 1, integration can only occur with a single trait or boon.

Are you ready to pick boon or trait?
Eric wasn’t sure what to choose. There were a couple of good options. Linking it to Flaming Joy would take that boon to the next level. Having a computer controlling the expression of the flame would be spectacular, at least from an aesthetic viewpoint. Currently, he could conjure a three-dimensional dragon, but his processor could create any shape or animation it desired. And of course, Soul Scouting had obvious benefits especially now that it had hacking capability.
Please pick a boon or trait or it will be assigned randomly.
Eric immediately chose Soul Scouting. Flaming Joy at this point would be more than a cosmetic fix. For example, creating flame to cover eyeballs and cameras would have military applications. The benefit, however, would have to be less than Soul Scouting. The trait could move anywhere within a large range, and besides monitoring electromagnetic emissions, it could also create sound, kinetic energy, or a hacking thread. Automating that process was a bonus because, as he had discovered when hacking Lucas’ hovercraft, the fact the boon required his dedicated direction limited it.
He could only focus on one, maybe three things at a time, and there was no way his mind could react fast enough to make use of the flexibility the boon offered it. If the AI was running the trait, then instantly, his situational awareness would improve materially. He didn’t know how quickly Soul Scouting could switch from point to point, but it was at least tens of times per second. If the processor controlled each of those shifts, then it could give him not only three-hundred-and-sixty-degree vision but do it while letting him see around corners at the same time or let him monitor hundreds of enemies simultaneously.
“Voidest,” Samesh yelled. “You lucky son of a moonie.”
“Language,” Zhong reprimanded immediately. Everyone knew he was joking, as he had the foulest month of all of them.
“When I transitioned to Awakened, I got twenty percent soul Defense improvement,” Samesh admitted.
“That’s good,” Zhong said in surprise.
“Yes, but it’s nowhere near reborn good. Combine that trait with Soul Scouting. Do you have any idea how powerful that combination is?”
Fiona aggressively cleared her throat. “At least you got a trait. The rest of us integrated the zootargace soul base after we were Awakened so we have to wait until Initiate before receiving anything.” 
“At least you had the option of getting it,” Lucas interrupted.
“Your base is excellent,” Eric told Lucas. “It’s on par with the zootargace base.”
“And I can’t wait to get Initiate to see what I get,” Fiona said, probably deliberately needling Lucas.
“Me too,” Zhong agreed quickly. Delia, as she often did, was nodding but not joining the conversation.
“Don’t expect too much,” Eric warned. “Guidance cheated for that one.” 
There was an abrupt silence. Everyone but Fiona had interacted directly with the boon, and she had seen it in action. 
“I don’t know what to use it on,” Eric admitted. “What do you guys think?”
“What?” There was confusion in Samesh’s voice. “Soul Scouting is the obvious choice.”
“Not really,” Eric responded. “I also have a legendary growth boon.” 
“That’s the fire one, isn’t it?” Fiona asked.
She was looking at him suspiciously. Via the processor, he used a push to mimic a kiss on the cheek. He tested it on himself first. When he did it to Fiona, she didn’t noticeably react.
Naughty. The word sent through their permanent hacking thread made him smile. To distract himself and others, Eric threw his hands up in the air. Flames billowed from his hand and then formed ever so briefly in the shape of a dragon.
“Yes, the fire one. And getting a program routine to control it. I imagine an AI could do some pretty impressive acts with the ability.”
“What’s its range?” Zhong asked.
“Currently, about fifty meters and only line of sight, but based on similar boons, it’s likely to improve significantly at Adept and possibly even earlier at Initiate.
I mean, that’s where its power will jump, but there is steady improvement with every level.”
Zhong shook his head. “Soul Scouting’s the superior choice. For the foreseeable future, you’re fighting with guns and smarts. Maybe if you were at Adept, the flame boon might have been better, but currently, Soul Scouting smashes it.”
“Agreed,” Lucas said.
Eric laughed. “Guys, I’m not giving you a vote for this. I think using the integration on flames improves my offense by so much. I would be–”
“No.” 
“Don’t be a dumb moonie.”
Eric smiled.
“Sorry, guys. Choosing Flaming Joy.”
“No,” Zhong said strongly. “That’s stupid.”
“I don’t like saying it, but I’m totally with Zhong,” Lucas agreed.
“Me too,” Delia declared.
Everyone looked at Samesh. “Not my place to choose for the reborn.”
“Guys,” Fiona exclaimed. “He’s teasing you. Knowing Eric, he’s already selected Soul Scouting.”
Eric burst out laughing. “You’re such a spoilsport, Fiona.”
Lucas’ hovercraft suddenly turned and sped toward them. 
“Stop hacking my ship!” Lucas yelled. “What the hell? What have you hacked? Systems are all green… Are there remote chips in the engine?”
Eric grinned at him as the other craft pulled up to a rough halt next to them. All three on top of the craft had to grab the railing to avoid falling.
“Yes, there’re chips in the wheel motors. But since you’re right next to us, do you mind passing those augmentations over for me to cannibalize?”
Lucas patted his pockets and then snapped his fingers. “Down below. I’ll be right back.” He jumped off the roof and went into the main cockpit. “Having a chip in the engine is a really poor design.”
“They’re not supposed to be hackable,” Eric told him.
“Obviously,” Lucas grumbled.
“And they’re to make split-second decisions to promote stability. Including stopping the craft if you’re about to run it off a cliff.”
“It shouldn’t be hackable,” Lucas repeated.
“It’s a physical flaw in the chip that isn’t discovered for thirty-three years. By that time, these are mostly out of commission.”
“Physical flaw?” Delia asked in surprise.
“Yes. It’s not software. I basically short circuit the security and input the instructions directly into the internals of the chips.”
Lucas emerged and handed him the container. 
Eric popped it open. “Are you guys planning on watching?”
“Yes,” Lucas said, crossing his arms. 
“Are you sure?” 
The hovercraft under Lucas lurched. “Hey. Stop hacking my stuff.”
The augment was on his finger, and he flexed his soul, pushing his soul energy up and over the item. 
Would you like to absorb?

Mundane Damage Sensor (Common)

Tracks sources of physical and dimension damage and will automatically utilize the minimum Soul Armor amount to block. 

Capable of supporting up to 1 simultaneous shields. 

Soul space required - 10

Soul space can be released by destroying the augmentation.

Augment is incompatible with absorption as an existing augment fills this function.

Would you like to cannibalize Mundane Damage Sensor (Common)?

…

Cannibalization initiated.

…

No trait.

Eric frowned. That was a problem with the method. It seemed to fail entirely fifty percent of the time. 
“And?” Lucas looked hopeful.
Eric shook his head and grabbed the next one. 
Would you like to absorb?

Reality Stability (Uncommon)

…

Augment absorbed

Reality Stability augment detected. Would you like to cannibalize?

…

Cannibalization initiated.

…

New Trait Available

…

Reality Stability (II)

Entities with a Soul Jump ability 50% lower than your own cannot use any jump skills within 5 meters of you.

You have an empty slot. Would you like to insert Reality Stability (II) into this slot?

…

Trait successfully incorporated.

“And…”
“Are you going to ask me every time?”
“Of course,” the blond man said with a grin. 
“I’ll send your hovercraft away,” Eric joked. Everyone but Lucas laughed. “To answer your question, I got a trait, but it’s crap. Lucky last.”
The trait was useless. Yes, he could block someone with a jump skill of five, providing he was next to them. Overall, it was worthless.
Once more, he placed it on his finger and flexed his soul.
Hopefully, this one would be good, but then again, he didn’t have a track record. Part of him wanted to invoke its name, but for now, it was better left to chance.










CHAPTER 29





THE CANNIBALIZATION FINISHED, and Eric waited for the results hopefully. Please be something worthwhile, he thought. 
…

New Trait Available

…

Jump Camouflage 

Any jumps you make are 30% harder to detect, and if detected, they are 40% more difficult to follow.

Eric could not press accept fast enough and the previous trait he got was discarded immediately, as, while cultivate (I) was useless, it at least did something. 
Soul Base Traits: Soul Optimization (II), Dimensional Charging (IV), Soul Augmentation cannibalization (III), Processor Integration (I), Cultivation (I) (removable), Jump Camouflage (removable) 

This time when Eric opened his eyes, he had a huge grin on his face. 
“You got something good,” Lucas declared. Eric, grinning, threw the text to them. Lucas read the description and his brow crinkled. “I don’t get it. Why’s this so impressive?”
“Between this variable projection and silence, it’s already challenging to track my jumps. The forty percent more difficult to follow is also a nice trick. With this, I’ll be almost impossible to trace.”
“You can follow jumps?” Delia asked.
“Unfortunately.” Eric remembered the Traclaon mercilessly hunting humanity’s fleet down.
“I’m sorry,” Delia said immediately.
Eric shook himself to dislodge the melancholy that had settled around him. For him, it was only a few years old, and while the other intellectually knew that, there was no way for them to understand.
“Come on, let’s keep going.”
They continued their expedition. 
They passed numerous natives. Most they ignored as they already had samples, but even when they didn’t kill them, Eric still benefited. Their presence allowed his processor to explore the full functionality of his trait. The trait was stronger than Eric had realized. Soul Scouting technically only functioned on Awakened souls who also possessed a soul base. The vast majority of animals on HC#002 had soul bases, but not all of them. Like most Awakened
planets, the HC#002 ecosystem had been seeded with plants that produced soul bases. That meant most of the natives had, at some point, absorbed one but not all of them. When Eric used Soul Scouting directly on a native without a soul base, he would be hit with a jumble of information that his brain struggled to understanding. That flood of uncontrolled data would leave him with a mishmash of impressions and the start of a headache. If he did too many in a row, that would create a migraine.
His processor experimented and didn’t have that weakness. It was incapable of having a migraine, and the more tested, the clearer it was that Soul Scouting wasn’t dependent on a soul base being present. It was merely returning a jumble of information that Eric’s biological brain could not interpret. He was like a caveman trying to understand binary code that flooded across their vision as fast as a brain could register. An overload of so much material that it was meaningless.
His AI welcomed that dump of data and began the painstaking task of unravelling what it all meant. He was under no illusions that it would be perfect, but even guestimates were useful.
Bored, Eric requested a report on the latest creature it had used Soul Scouting on.
Name–Native Ferret

Soul Stage–Evolved

Soul Disciplines (22): Armor (44), Soul Jump (0), Defense (0), Blade (22), Cower (21), Projection (0)

Ability - Confuse Prey

Confuse Prey

Confuse Prey is a multifaceted ability that combines an element of positioning prey (Applies to prey with Defense less than 18) to where it can be attacked and also makes said animal briefly suppress its defensive ability (Applies to prey with Defense less than 16.) The positioning of prey component can cause the target to separate from its pack or come out of a burrow or drop for a tree.

The depth of information he had received confused Eric. There was too much detail there.
With a thought, he consulted the relevant text of Soul Scouting (IV)
 
	Determine the strength of soul and sub disciplines. Gain an impression of the functionality of high rarity traits.
	Name of most powerful trait, boon and augment.

What did that mean? he asked himself. What Soul Scouting (IV) had given him felt like more than an impression, and he wasn’t sure that Confused Prey could even be classified as a high rarity. Something was off.
Eric shut his eyes, and the kaleidoscope of colors smacked into him.
For a moment, he relaxed, enjoying the soothing sounds of the waves hitting the base of the pillar beneath him.
He heard a polite clearing of a throat behind him.
Eric pinched his nose while he considered the new information. “I take it that this extension was never documented?”
A screen materialized in front of him.
Case Study Hidden Depths of Soul Scouting

There were some helpfully highlighted lines.
Experimentation has proved that the higher specifications of Soul Scouting are conclusively linked to a soul base being present.

After six months of controlled experiments, Participant A could determine soul level to within the 5% success marker. While this was four months slower than the other participants, it showed soul level identification can be learned by all.

While it is hypothesized that the same amount of information is transferred between non-soul base versus soul base natives, none of the participants developed anything beyond identification of soul level.

“Known but not known,” Eric summarized.
“Yes, sir.”
“How useful is this ability going to be?”
The details on the screen changed to a series of graphics. Seventy percent of worlds had plants producing soul bases, but only two-thirds of natives on those planets had absorbed the soul base. “So fifty percent of natives I encounter won’t have soul bases?”
“Correct.”
“And I know already the soul level of all the major threats on all the human-claimed worlds.”
“Yes, sir.”
“But I guess there is a difference between fighting a native that has switched to Initiate stage instead of Evolved. Even that is only one or two soul levels.”
The butler laughed. “I would say huge, sir.”
“Yeah, you’re probably right.” Eric exhaled explosively. “And the last bit?”
There was a long silence where nothing happened.
“I guess that’s my answer.”
“Yes, sir.”
“One more question. Is my reading of the situation accurate? Did the processor extract more information about the ferret than it should have access to?”
This time, the sea boiled as the AI looked for extra data to resolve his question correctly.
“To answer the crux of your question, then yes. Descriptions on traits are accurate and if this trait was classified as rare, and I agree that’s pretty unlikely, then you should have got a description like: Attracts prey and causes defenses to lower. Works on animals with substantial, less Defense than the ferrets Cower value. You’ve clearly extracted more detail than you should have.”
“What does that mean?”
“If I had to guess, it would be that soul bases obfuscate your personal information from outside sources probing you. Awakened souls without soul bases therefore reveal more intelligence.”
Eric probed that statement in his head. He knew it was an opinion, but he could not see any reason it might not be the case.
“Thank you.”
“My pleasure, sir. This was a tricky one.”
Eric returned to the real world.
The extra detail returned on that ferret was important. Not necessarily in this case because the ferret would not hunt a human, as it was so much smaller. However, if he knew that something became dangerous to creatures with a Defense under 16 and his current Defense was below that, then he would know to avoid them. But if his Defense was 17, then Eric would be perfectly safe hunting the ferret.
That was a lifesaving ability. Over the next day, he could feel the processor’s interpretation of Soul Scouting improving. Even natives with a soul base started yielding extra nuggets of information about their abilities. The synergy between the processor and Soul Scouting was creating something even more useful than before.  
Ahead of them was another herd of zebra-like animals, but only like as their stripes were yellow and navy.
Lucas opened the radio channel. “At a minimum, we need to get tissue samples. This is the first time we’ve seen them.”
“Are you sure they’re not a subspecies of that yellow and green striped thing?” Samesh asked.
“Yes.” Lucas sounded impatient. “Those other monsters had claws for a start and these don’t.”
“True,” Samesh agreed after a moment.
“Eric?” Lucas asked.
The herd that they had deviated toward was rapidly approaching. He flexed his Soul Scouting, and the process calibrated the results.
Name–Yellow and Navy Zebras

Soul Stage–Evolved

Soul Disciplines (25):
Armor (35), Soul Jump (35), Defense (30), Blade (0), Cower (0), Projection (0).  

Ability - Phase Jump (Strong), Air Blast

Phase Jump (Strong)

Can jump to a new location at will.

Air Blast

Create a knockback force on creatures trying to close with them.

Unfortunately, it had a soul base, so he only got the barebone descriptions of its abilities. Soul Scouting swept over the rest of the herd. Most of them were around level twenty-five as well, but one of the older animals was at an impressive thirty-two.
The hovercraft pulled to a stop. 
Lucas’ hovercraft drifted over to be next to Eric’s. The expedition leader waved to him. “Eric?”
“Um.” With a wave, Eric sent the information across.
“Any more detail on Air Blast?”
Eric checked again and discovered that one foal didn’t have a soul base.
Air Blast.

Uses air pressure to pull an object away from them. Blast created can shift up to forty kilograms of mass.

“That’s for a foal with a soul level of five,” Eric warned.
Everyone read the information. 
“Eric?” Lucas said in frustration. “How can soul abilities use air pressure to pull? That’s not one of the soul capabilities.”
He shrugged and dug a little deeper into what the processor had worked out. “Okay, keep in mind that model is still calibrating, but what the ability does is leverages Soul Armor and jump combination to create a mini-vacuum. When it releases, you get pulled into it and it can chain them to sustain the pull.”
“That sounds–”
“–Worse than it is,” Eric said, interrupting Lucas. “It’s a mundane effect that can’t overlap with soul or even solid matter. The innocuous name of ‘air blast’ suits it. ‘Air pull’ doesn’t have the same ring. However, that forty kilograms is for a juvenile. The adults have far stronger souls and will pull hundreds of kilograms.”
Lucas nodded. “I assume you want to kill them personally?”
Eric licked his lips and nodded. Providing he was in proximity, the nine adults were over a tenth of a level.
“Broken vampiric trait,” Lucas complained good-naturedly. 
“I’ll swap it for your cultivation trait?”
Lucas chuckled. “You know I would love to, but…”
“Well, we can.”
“What?” Lucas’ face initially went white, but then resolve strengthened within him. “Why didn’t you say so? It’s yours.” 
Fiona exclaimed, “God, Lucas, he was teasing.” 
“Yep,” Delia agreed. “Everyone else got that.”
“Who knows what it can do? But my point,” Eric continued, suppressing his own grin, “is that while my skill is powerful in these circumstances elsewhere, it’s not that strong. If I’m lucky, I’ll get two levels out of the trait in two years, and Fiona’s had what? Four, five levels in the last two years because of her trait.”
“Don’t bring me into this.”
Lucas was studying the animals, which were less than a kilometer away. “They look like herbivores without armor. They’re going to run, not fight.”
“We won’t be able to match them in a running battle,” Zhong stated. “With those phase jumps, Eric won’t get close.”
“Yep,” Eric agreed.
“I guess we kneecap them,” Zhong said.
“What?” Lucas asked.
“Well, if I surprise you with a bullet, that new augment that you have will let you get a shield up. I can no longer snipe any of you, but these things are vulnerable.” Zhong sent over a file to everyone. “This has the information that my program has calculated over the last two minutes of observation. As you can see, shields permanently protect their susceptible neck, but they appear and disappear over the rest of the body in a set pattern.”
“We’re not killing the level thirty-two, are we?” Eric interrupted after he had finished examining the data.
“You mean the animal that can phase jump and has permanent shields in place?” Zhong observed. “Nope. That one is beyond us. But the rest are fair game. I presume once they know they’re under attack, full-body armor will form, but we should be able to kneecap most of them before they react.”
“It hardly feels supporting,” Lucas complained.
“I’m not here to be a good sport,” Zhong snapped back. “We’re here to help the reborn get more powerful, and if I have to kill some piss-colored non-sapient zebras in cold blood, that’s a pretty straightforward decision.”
“It’s a solid plan,” Eric said finally. “If you want to do the honors.”
Zhong immediately sent over firing solutions to all of them. The program locked in on his muscles, and with his gun, he focused on the zebras on the left he was going to target. Only seven of the adults were being targeted, and none of the foals were. Everyone had a primary zebra and a secondary one. 
Eric could see his target’s Soul Armor continually forming and then disappearing. Technically, they should have been strong enough to maintain the shields continuously, but doing so would probably have meant that the rest of their special skills would not have been available because of the continual soul strain that would put them under. Their solution was a good one, usually. There were no predators on the planet that could take advantage of those rapidly shifting plates of Soul Armor. That was at least before humans with guns appeared.
Mentally, the timer clicked down, and Eric braced. The thin straps that connected him to the railing were in place in order to reduce the kickback that the shooting would generate. 
The timer ticked down, and the AX5 began firing. As expected, the kickback slammed the weapon into his shoulder, but prepared as he was, he kept the gun on target.
The first knee deformed as five bullets smashed more. Then the gun switched to the second and that knee also buckled before the remaining bullets started pinging off Soul Armor. The creature’s shields had come too late. His target was falling.
All the targeted animals fell.
“Eric does the killing,” Lucas said. “But everyone else is on the ground helping.”
With his words, the hovercraft launched forward, and they zoomed toward the zebra on which they had destroyed the legs. The two still standing tore away as they approached, and then there was a flicker, and the closest to them teleported ten meters. Another pulled itself to its feet. One leg, clearly not working, started hobbling. Two others tried to stand and couldn’t.
All of them were bleating. “I’m a voidest monster.” 
Fiona patted Eric on his back in response. “You’re not, bubs.”
The hobbling one took off at about the pace of a slow jog.
Lucas jumped down. “Take that one.” He rummaged in the hovercraft. “And you’re wearing the power suit.”
Eric didn’t complain. That was something that everyone had insisted on. It was a body frame that substantially improved his speed and strength. When Eric wore it, his physical skills were boosted to two plus and potentially even a three. 
He stood on the footplates, and like every time before, Fiona and Zhong helped click everything into position. In moments, it was done, and he took off after the escaping zebra. It had already hobbled almost thirty meters from the other. When he got closer, there was the sound of a thunderclap, and the animal vanished and reappeared ten meters further away.
That was an amazing ability. Anything capable of successfully jumping within a gravity well always impressed him. The complexity of the calculations was incredible, which limited the ability. This animal was Evolved and had moved ten meters, but that was within a gravity well. It might not seem much, but Eric was impressed.
He closed in on it, mentally planning on using his standard three claws to stress the armor until it broke. Abruptly, he felt like a giant had picked him by the scruff of his neck and thrown him backward. Noise assaulted him with a chain of cracks, and then the force lifted him clean off his feet. Then he flew up and back, and it took him a moment to understand what was happening. The animal must have hit him with an air blast, and while it wasn’t enough to hurt him, it was far more violent than he had expected.
The explosive cracks cut off, and he plummeted toward the ground. Zhong caught him, protecting him from a painful landing. His ears rang, and he could taste copper in his mouth.
With a curse, he closed again, and this time, there was a thunderclap going off, and the animal reappeared fifteen meters away but to the right, and its body was a meter and a half in the air with its feet above the grass level. For a moment, it hung suspended, and then gravity took it, and it fell. A thirty-centimeter fall probably would have jarred the knees a little if it had been healthy, but it was a long way from that state.
It landed with an awkward crash with its damaged leg giving way.
“Nahhaa,” it bleated.
Eric descended upon it. With two fists, he pressed against the armor with three tiny soul Blades manifesting on each hand. He drew them across the goat.
Unnatural hardness against impossible sharpness. There was no noise, no screech of nails on a chalkboard, no sparks, but he could see ripples suddenly spread out from his hands through the mostly translucent shield visible just under its fur.
He pressed his fist in hard.
Crack.
The goat vanished, and Eric fell forward, barely catching himself on his palms before his face planted into the dirt.
A hand steadied him, spun him around, and pointed him toward the same animal, this time having only moved a few meters.
His ears weren’t functioning, but it looked like it had once teleported above the ground and hurt itself as it fell. Two steps brought him next to it, and then he repeated the process. The ripples spread, and then the shield gave way. His longest soul Blade snapped into existence, and he whipped it through the creature’s flesh, doing significant damage.
The armor roared back on. 
He resorted to claws.
A series of pops occurred at his back, and he was launched backward once more. It was weaker this time, but it pulled him from a crouched position to a standing, overbalanced one. He should have fallen onto his bum, but Fiona caught him.
The zebras were annoying. He lunged at it once more. The faster he did this the better. Claws manifested. 
Ripples went out from where he pressed. The armor failed.
Blade.
It re-established its defenses. The fist pushed again, and the shield failed. Another slash.
Crack.
It disappeared, but this time, he wasn’t leaning on it, so it didn’t push forward. Then Eric looked down. It had left behind a significant chunk of flesh. Eric stared at that lump of meat that was the size of a quarter of a watermelon. Eric’s cuts had obviously cut this section free, and when it had jumped, it had only taken the connected parts of its body with him. Soul Blades, besides cutting the mundane, also cut soul connections within the body. Such slashes healed quickly but took minutes, not seconds.
Eric smiled. His strategy had worked. Fiona guided him around to face where the zebra had gone. This time, it was five meters away. Eric stood to continue the attack, but there was no need. The chunk of its shoulder that had been ripped out was spraying blood vigorously. Until it had jumped, even though the flesh had been cut, it had essentially remained positioned in the right spot. Veins and arteries had stayed aligned, and where they weren’t, the pressure of the separated meat was mostly sealing the wound. Now that the jump had separated the zebra from the sizeable chunk of its flesh, that natural plug was gone.
“That’s…” Samesh sounded like he was gagging. “That’s unexpected.”
“Often, it’s not the soul Blade strike that kills you; it’s your next movement,” Eric said quietly. “Unless Fiona hits you with her flames Blade because she cauterizes your insides and that’s going to do a lot of damage even if you keep the parts aligned afterwards. So don’t provoke her by teasing me.”
No one laughed, and the joke really hadn’t worked. A flood of cultivation energy hit him.
“It’s dead,” Eric reported.
“Nasty,” Lucas said, his eyes switching between the separated flesh and the dead animals.
Reluctantly, Eric turned around to face the other zebras. They were still crying and bleating, and he didn’t have a choice. The damage was done, and they had to put them down now. Spare them their misery.
Eric went to work.
He used the same tactics, and by the end, he could feel how frayed his soul was. It was awfully tough to sustain his soul Blades for that long. 
Lucas patted him on the back. “Good job.”
Eric was honestly finding it hard to concentrate, and the suit was moving for him without his conscious direction.
“I’m going to cultivate for a bit to help recovery,” he whispered.
Fiona was supporting him. “Everyone can see that.”
She didn’t bother to take his power frame off and instead dumped him onto a hovercraft seat, and then sat patiently next to him as he sank into his soul and started the routines to soothe the seething edges. 
“You’re the only one of us who does this,” she told him while stroking his shoulder. “I don’t think I can properly imagine what you must’ve seen to drive yourself that hard. I am going to do the same.”
Eric opened his eyes. “Please, don’t.”
She smiled sadly. “Keep up your exercises. You need to get over this.” 
Everyone else was bored, but Eric was going crazy with his Soul Scouting, improving its ability to analyze natives at the same time as exploring the surrounding environment. Plunging deep underground to learn if there were hidden caves. Descending into the natural ones to see if they had hidden ruins.
He found a couple of interesting sites, but none of them before the technology solutions. If he was back using pre-space technology, his new trait would have been incredible, but that wasn’t what tools they had and so it wasn’t helping them.
It didn’t matter the Soul Scouting training would be invulnerable. As he had learned on HC#199, he would not always have the technology to protect himself. Sometimes life boiled down to man versus environment, and now with his advancing trait, he maximized his chance of coping with shifts of fortune. 
The thing that actually amused him the most was that, just like video games, the processor could create a map of everything around him for kilometers, including of caves under his feet.
“Eric?” 
He dropped his cultivation and smiled at Fiona. 
“We’re here,” she told him.










CHAPTER 30





ERIC CONSULTED his internal AI diagram that Soul Scouting had created and nodded. The dimensions matched perfectly to what he was expecting based on the floor plans in Meditative Perfect Recall. 
“Six hours,” he muttered. “Explore, get the boon, camp overnight, and move on.” 
Lucas, Fiona, and Delia went together to investigate the ruins, leaving Samesh and Zhong to stand guard over him.
Zhong had assigned himself to the role of guardian, but with AX11 in his hands and his cultivation levels, he was also the strongest of them. Zhong frowned. “I don’t like sending away the hovercraft, and I especially don’t appreciate dropping the electronic surveillance net.”
Eric looked at him, and then at the sky. There were no clouds. “Do you really think that Earth authorities aren’t monitoring where we are?”
Zhong spat on the ground.
“The greatest risk to me,” Eric continued, “is leaving a pattern that sniffers can follow.”
“I hear you. But that will not make me like it.”
“At least you aren’t being sent away to trapeze around a distant ruin and be–” Samesh created inverted commas with his hands. “–the human heat blob from orbit.” 
Eric laughed. “Multiple blobs.”
Samesh looked annoyed at the dead monkey-like creature in the hovercraft’s seat. He would duck back and forth, using the monkey to make it appear like there were two human heat signatures present at all times.
“Unfortunately, this is the best plan available.”
“I don’t enjoy being the sacrifice.” 
Eric shrugged at the complaint. “It was you, Delia, or Lucas, and you pulled the short straw, literally. I can’t get any fairer than that. One of you was going to miss out on the boon because we need sniffers in fifty years to think we are over there.”
Eric pointed at the very visible discolored rock in the distance. It was clearly alien and at the end of the canyon they were in. 
Their cover was simple. First, they would explore this temple, find nothing, and then move on to the next location. When the boon conditions activated, it would appear that they were all four kilometers away. It would not be suspicious at all, especially as this temple, like all the other ones on the continent, would be proven to be inactive over the following century.
A sniffer would not tag them.
The other three came out and gave a thumbs-up. For the last week, they had been spending more time when traveling within the hovercraft instead of on the roof. It was all for this purpose. 
As per their routine, they packed themselves into the vehicle. They were currently visible from orbit, all six of them entering the cabin. The hovercraft were parked in an awkward spot at the back of a little cul-de-sac. To get out, they needed to reverse outwards. 
Routinely, the machine retreated, briefly swinging under one of the dense palm-like trees. Fiona jumped out, and then Eric followed. Eric hit the ground awkwardly, but Zhong behind him and Fiona in front of him both acted to cushion their fall. 
On autopilot, their hovercraft kept going, and then Lucas’ vehicle swept along the same path and the other two hopped off with far more grace than Eric had managed. 
Eric winced slightly as he flexed his ankle. “I can’t wait for HC#004 to get some decent physical augments.” He began his healing exercises, but from experience, it would be over ten minutes before he was healed enough to walk without discomfort. “I hate being the invalid.”
“You should have done it already.” 
Eric glared at Zhong.
Zhong threw up his hand apologetically. “I know you can’t be physically augmented when you sneak onto Traitor GIT’s ship. However, I’m sure there are temporary solutions that you could use.”
“Maybe,” Eric conceded. “But they all leave residual imprints, and I don’t want to risk being sprung.”
“You’re too cautious,” Lucas said good-naturedly.
Memories of an entire world burning briefly swamped him. Stopping that tragedy was his responsibility. Eric bit his tongue. Everyone knew why they were doing this.
“Should we keep going?” Lucas continued cheerfully.
Eric held up his hand in the classic stop or slow gesture. “Five minutes.”
“We can carry you.” Lucas gave him a shit-eating grin.
He chewed on his lip to prevent himself from snapping, and then pointedly kept flexing his ankle.
“You should have worn the power suit.”
It was Eric’s turn to get annoyed at Delia. “What is this, pick on Eric day?”
Fiona raised her hand. “I would like to complain about your performance last…”
“Fiona!” Lucas exclaimed with a groan.
Eric’s cheeks went red and everyone else laughed. “Yep. Pick on Eric day. I obviously missed the memo.”
“Eric,” Lucas said, suddenly serious. “If you had seen the memo, it wouldn’t have been as fun for the rest of us.”
“What? Screw you guys.”
They lapsed into silence as his ankle recovered.
Delia walked toward the entryway. “It’s been seven minutes.”
“My foot.”
Fiona moved to support his shoulder.
“Fine.”
With Fiona’s help, he hobbled into the temple that was squeezed under the hill. There were three corridors, all parallel to each other, and a precise twenty-eight meters. The one they were going down was the full length, but this sanctuary had been damaged by time. The first hallway was only six meters, and the third had collapsed. Despite every temple having the same layout, there were no structural reasons indicating that these entryways were important.
When they reached the main temple, they found it was austere. The walls were hard flat lines, and the floor, except for the circular marble platform in the middle, was constructed with massive rough-cut slabs whose surface was sufficiently uneven that it was impossible to put your foot down flat. Each slab was over three meters long, and the internal space was sixty meters wide and twenty high.
With a lot of support from Fiona, they reached the marble platform. The instant Eric stepped on it, he could feel the soul taint through his shoes. Eric could imagine that if he could see soul stuff visually, then this would glow like it was radioactive.
He leaned down and touched it curiously. “Strong. But weird.”
It was clearly radiating energy from its surface, but not in the way he was used to. It wasn’t like a heat source that when you held your hand a meter from it that the infrared emissions warmed your hand, and then if you got closer, it would burn. It was instead a consistent aura that had the same power at ten centimeters as at the surface, and then if you moved even a few millimeters further away, the intense radiation faded to a significantly lower level.
“You’re telling me,” Lucas muttered. “That thing screwed with my search.”
“Did you find anything?” Eric asked Lucas. 
“One functional augment.”
“Oh, what?”
“Well, obviously, I haven’t had a chance to check.”
Eric grimaced at that. “Of course, Samesh was up with me. We’ll get him to test it once we get out of here.”
Lucas scratched his head. “Are we sure this is right? We need to sit on the platform.”
Flames billowed in Fiona’s hand. “That’s what Eric said.” 
“I know he’s the reborn, but everyone makes mistakes.”
“No mistake,” Eric said. “But the temple might not be active. All the temples on this continent were inactive, except for maybe this one. A group claimed they got a boon from here, but when it was investigated afterwards, it no longer worked.” Eric shrugged. “Sometimes people lie and it’s not like with this boon you can catch them out.”
“I hope we haven’t come all this way for nothing?” Lucas growled in mock anger.
“The trip is a success even if this doesn’t work,” Zhong observed, as logical as ever. “We have two kilograms of stable anti-matter. That’s enough to buy your rust bucket outright.”
Lucas suddenly paled and stumbled. “Fiona,” he gasped in horror. 
The girl grinned.
Lucas fell to his knees. “Stop.” 
Everyone looked confused. 
“Turn it off,” Lucas begged.
“I’m just demonstrating one of our gains. You know, uncommon and rare augments.”
Lucas kept shrinking back, sitting back until his bum hit the floor. The way his legs were bent must have been awkward. “Please.”
Zhong and Delia were chuckling at Lucas’ discomfort.
“What are you all laughing at?” Fiona asked quietly.
Silence descended. Zhong stumbled, and a bead of sweat ran down Delia’s face. Then all three of them gasped in relief.
Lucas wiped his forehead. “I know intellectually what’s happening, but that’s scary.”
“Cower?” Eric asked.
Lucas nodded in confirmation. Fiona was beaming.
“Hit me.”
Fiona looked at Eric with concern. “Are you sure? You’ve got the weakest soul here.”
“Means I need to train harder.”
“Ten seconds,” she told him quietly. She was suddenly serious.
Eric abruptly felt like he was a mouse stuck in a cage with a massive snake. Fiona’s power was beyond anything that had a right to come from a person. He needed to flee, to fall prostrate in front of her. His soul was being pushed through a food processor, mashed and cut to shreds. She was too powerful and too mighty to consider resisting.
Then resolve filled him.
That wasn’t true.
It wasn’t even close to being accurate.
He remembered the echo of Taavaewa’s presence. He recalled it very well. Even Guidance was worse than this. He stood straight. “Is that the best you can do?”
“This is a trick,” Lucas groaned from the ground. “You’re not using your full power.”
Fiona was focused exclusively on him, pushing her ability for all it was worth. 
Eric forced a smile to his face. Her Cower ability was suppressing him, it was crashing against him. It was hard to move. It made him feel sick, but it was nothing versus the time entity.
“I’ve been in the presence of the Oracle of Time,” Eric said slowly. He struggled to get the words out because the air felt so thick, and his mouth had no moisture in it. “Don’t stop. It’s good training.”
“Hit me too,” Delia said. “It’ll pass the time.”
“I only have four minutes to go,” Fiona said, but Delia was already sinking to her knees, terror on her face. “Should I?”
It was clear from Delia’s features that the pressure had reduced. “Keep it up,” she whispered. “Full power.”
Zhong sat on the ground. “Me too.”
“I’m okay,” Lucas said, holding his hands up. 
“Really?” Eric asked.
“How the hell are you functioning?” Lucas asked.
“You’ve felt Guidance; the real thing is much worse,” Eric reminded him.
“I’ve felt Guidance,” Lucas stated with growing confidence. “I’ve survived Guidance. Okay, Fiona. Me too.”
Eric smiled. 
They endured. Eric stood while the other three lay prostate on the ground. Not breaking, but unable to resist the pressure effectively. The time ticked over, and even for Eric, every second was longer than it should have been. For the others, those remaining four minutes probably felt like hours.
The oppression abruptly vanished.
“Sorry, guys,” Fiona offered.
“Wow,” Zhong said. “We need to do this every day.”
“Why?” Delia asked.
“Check your Defense score.”
While they checked, Eric confirmed his own progress.
Soul Disciplines (7): Defense (9 (+3)) + 5

His Defense had gone up by three, which made sense to Eric he was being hit with a Cower attack that was probably around level thirty, and he had started with Defense of eleven. It was a massive difference. Internally, he shook his head that +5 from the Soul Defense, tier 2 trait annoyed him, but it had only cost a single soul boon point, so he couldn’t complain that much. But privately, he seethed if only that had been in something more useful like armor or Blade.
“Plus three,” Delia said in satisfaction. “We’re definitely doing it again tomorrow.”
Eric wiped his face. The residual headache from the attack hadn’t faded. Instinctively, his body’s healing process was oscillating over his brain, soothing the damage. “Won’t work. You can’t train soul Defense like that, only via cultivation or exposure to different soul sources can it progress. You got three today. In ten years, when she’s twice as strong, Fiona might get you another one. Then a hundred years after that could add one more point.”
“We understand,” Zhong said hurriedly when it looked like Eric was going to keep extending the time frames. “If it’s a different Cower source, you grow. If it’s the same one, you get nothing. It sounds like there should be technological solutions to train you out there.” His tone expressed the statement as a question. “Can you infuse Cower projection into an object?” Zhong clarified.
“Yes, and yes,” Eric stated. “But humans won’t get access to anything in our systems for two hundred years. Pilgrims will open earlier but aren’t really worth the cost.”
Zhong studied them. “So it exists. A technology that produces a Cower effect, and then you rotate a filter so its impact changes over time so you can keep leveling.”
“Yes, no.” Eric shrugged. “Maybe the elder races can craft to that level. I wouldn’t know. But they’re not commonly available.” He looked doubtful. “There are, however, artifacts and some entities that give you levels within a range. Each of them has rules of when they’re safe to use and pretty benefits. If you approach one of those artifacts or entities with a soul level of seven when they’re tuned for a soul level of eighty to hundred, then it’ll kill you. Well, it does not always kill you. Most of the artifacts have safety features, which means they won’t activate in the presence of anyone too weak. If you’re in the right level range, they can be lucrative. There are documented cases of humans getting ten Defense levels over two weeks of exposure.”
“Weeks?” Delia asked.
“Of course, still raising a sub-discipline by multiple points in weeks at higher soul levels is miraculous. Then there are the standard rules. If your Defense is well below your soul level, you’ll get extra levels, and if it’s above, then less.”
“I have a question?”
“Yes, Delia?” Eric answered, studying the woman.
Out of all of them, she was the one he had the least knowledge of. Guidance had given him two soul boon points for making the bond, so she had potential, but he knew little about her. Quiet, reserved, a hard worker with rough edges, if you ever got past that, that tended to fade into the background. She had been the star of a rival mining company who was brought in to make impossible jumps into spinning asteroids that were too dangerous for everyone else.
“Why were you able to stand when we couldn’t? Your Defense is weaker than ours.” 
“I’ve answered that. It was because of prior exposure…”
Delia held up a hand to forestall him. “I mean, is that reflected anywhere? Is it a trait? Is your Defense rated fifty points higher than it should be because of the exposure?”
“It’s none of those. It’s a mindset. If I could withstand the time entity, then why would I let Fiona knock me over?”
The others nodded. 
Everyone was startled as their internal alarms went off. Eric moved immediately to stand dead center in the circular platform. “We have two minutes. Get as close as possible without touching.”
The other four got up and heeded his command. 
“Now what?” Lucas asked after a minute had passed. 
“We wait and hope it works.”
“Ten, nine, eight…”
“Seriously, Delia,” Lucas complained.
“Three, two, one.”
They all felt it as the temple activated.
The entity that created the effect was hidden deep within the HC#002 sun. It emerged every five years, give or take a couple of months, and the temples amplified its effects. In the first timeline, how the temples worked and the link to the entity had taken hundreds of years of study to understand, and even then, it was figured out how a caveman would grasp how a gun works. They would think ‘you point, pull this and enemy die’ type of mindset instead of the technical explanation that pushing the trigger generated a spark which sets off an exothermic reaction that creates an expanding cloud of gas that has nowhere to go and so pushes a metal down a tailored cylinder that acts to impart spin the bullet in order for the gun to go straight and hit the target.
Basically, all humans managed to work out that the temples intensified the effects of the entity. There was an attuned rod in each temple, which was a critical part of the process, but how to create or even install the rod was never unraveled. The boon could also be gained by getting close to the entity, which was why they knew the temple only amplified and didn’t distort. Of course, given the temperatures near the sun, it wasn’t practical for most people to get too familiar with the surface of a sun. A couple of humanities Adepts had tested it and proved the scientists’ hypothesis. 
Eric could feel the tingling through him. The effect of this entity was subtler than the first two that had gifted him boons on this timeline. It was a hidden and mysterious presence that could not be seen, but you could sense it as a slight moving pressure on your skin. Eric felt that touch build slightly and then a little more as the boon slid into him.
Eric felt his heart rate rising, both hoping and terrified that Guidance would activate. Both emotions were self-explanatory. Eric craved extra strength, and the fear was beyond his control. Luckily or unfortunately, or both, Guidance stayed inert, and after that very brief activation, the presence vanished. 
Eric’s heart slowed its furious beating. Guidance hadn’t stirred, and Eric was ashamed to feel relief. After all, whenever it moved and acted, it was always a benefit to Eric. However, as per Fiona’s Cower, it was an innate response that he could not resist.
“That’s it?” Lucas was incredulous. “I’ve read accounts of Craauacklas, and this is…”
“Stop acting like a fool,” Zhong said harshly. “The temple worked.” Zhong turned to glare at Eric. “You didn’t tell us it would cost ten soul space. I would have liked some choice.”
Eric ignored him and turned his attention inwards to check that the boon would do what he hoped. 
Boon of Qipcon - Hidden Detail

Type: Growth

This boon, at the current level, makes the following invisible from outside observation:

 
	The boon itself
	The most powerful Boon
	The most powerful Trait
	The most powerful Augment

The boon’s functionality will be overwhelmed by the examination of anything three or more soul advancements above you. 

Rating - EPIC

It was exactly as advertised, and when he checked his status sheet. Soul Scouting (IV), Mundane Damage Sensor (Uncommon), and Flaming Joy were marked as hidden. The skill was also upgradeable for fifty soul boon points, and Eric knew he needed to save and purchase it before the next soul transformation when he shifted to an Evolved soul. 
More costs, but necessary. When he received growth boons, it was important to upgrade them as much as possible prior to each advancement. 
This boon was more critical than anything else he currently possessed. Anonymity was the only way he was going to survive.
His one had succeeded. How about the others? With Soul Scouting, he reached out to Fiona and sighed in relief. Her legendary boon Fire Aspect was no longer visible to his skill.
“It worked,” Eric declared finally.
“About the soul storage space?” Zhong asked quietly. 
Eric grimaced slightly at that. “Yeah, sorry for not mentioning that, but don’t see it as that cost being for this boon. It’s so I can go you multiple other boons that are superior to any augment that can fit that ten soul storage space.”
Zhong still looked annoyed.
Eric raised both hands in a pacifying gesture. “It’s not like that. It wasn’t listed.”
He shut his eyes as colors bombarded him.
Then he stood on a concrete pillar with laughter echoing around him.
“What?”
“Sorry, sir.” The AI stopped laughing. “It was listed. Sit. You merely misunderstood the information. Ten soul space is required for the boon, but if you lack the space, it will still integrate successfully, but the next ten soul space you earn will be reserved for it.”
“You could have told me?”
“I didn’t know you had misread it, sir.”
“You can read my mind.”
“Not to that detail, sir.”
Eric opened his eyes. “Sorry, Zhong. I stuffed up. You can get the boon even if your soul space is full. That’s the bit I read. My mistake.” Zhong waved it away; his brief flash of anger was gone. “I think the information wasn’t prominent because, for the people who were coming to get this boon, ten soul space wasn’t significant. For them, it was two and a half levels.”
“Ten years,” Fiona interrupted. “That’s ten years at higher levels.”
Eric shook his head. “I’m not sure about that. Most of the geniuses who wanted this boon was progressing faster than that. If you have four hundred soul space, losing ten is not that big a deal.”
Zhong pinched his nose. “It’s okay. I overreacted. I don’t have the large trait. Soul space will be a restriction to me.”
“You’ll get boons to more than make up for that lost soul space.”
“And Samesh won’t,” Zhong challenged. 
“Samesh won’t,” Eric agreed evenly. “The reborn knowledge. Be here, doing this, at this exact time, time. Nope, he won’t be getting those. Maybe one, but definitely not two.”
“That was a bad straw to draw,” Lucas observed. 
“We’re done,” Eric said, ignoring Lucas. “Apart from dismantling like we talked about.” Eric pointed. “Fiona or Zhong, up there, through that hole is a yellow crystal. You’ll need to tug it and move it an inch out of position.” The two of them were looking at each other. “No DNA, full protective suit.”
“Sounds unpleasant,” Fiona said.
“Really, you’re playing that card. Do you want me to assign someone randomly?”
Fiona looked at Zhong, and then snorted. “Yeah.”
“Or pick what my girlfriend wants.”
“Be fair,” Fiona ordered instantly.
Eric smiled to himself. The AI’s random number selected Zhong, meaning Fiona needed to go up into the crevice. “Are you sure you don’t want Lucas to generate the random number?” 
“We trust you,” Zhong said.
“What’s the answer?” Fiona challenged. 
“Sorry. You’re doing the climb.” 
“You could have cheated.”
“You told me not to.”
Fiona stuck out a tongue at him. “You’re the worst boyfriend ever. Read between the lines. Next time.”
The four of them, minus Fiona, moved away from the platform and up the two annoying large steps to their exit tunnel. 
Behind them, Fiona frowned as she got into a suit that quickly wrapped her up in what ended up looking like a space suit. The outer surface was completely sterile. Hydrogen balloons inflated to float her up toward the hole, and then when she was suspended in the air and well away from all of them, a second suit spread out from her backpack. The balloons hit the top of the roof, and Fiona pushed herself up until her hands found a ridge she could grab, and then she pulled herself up and rapidly disappeared from sight. Three minutes later, she reappeared, gave a thumbs-up and took off the clothes once she got to the ground with the hydrogen balloons. The suits that Fiona had used would be immediately recycled, and by the time they got back to King’s Shiv, there would be no evidence left around what they had done. 
“Done. Double clean suit and…” Fiona waved around the pair of tongs that had been used to pop the crystal clear. “I didn’t use fingers.” The suit had ended in three-pronged claw digits as an extra layer of protection, but it was good she hadn’t used them. The tongs were better. “Even if they do a detailed investigation, they will not know a human was up there.”
“Good they knew we were here.” He patted the temple wall. “And that’s not a problem. But signs of humans up there.” Eric shook his head. “You know, it would probably be okay but might make them a little suspicious. I don’t want to give anyone an excuse to look at us too closely. DNA or human handprints visible under microscopic arrays. No thanks. This way, if they test it will look like something non-human went up there.”
Lucas patted him on the back. “I still don’t know whether to be alarmed or impressed that you’re this paranoid.”
They chatted, and a little while later, they heard the hovercraft coming closer.










CHAPTER 31





WITH THE SOUNDS of the two hovercraft approaching, Lucas immediately became all business. “Fiona and Zhong, you’re in charge of Eric. Delia, you’re with me.” 
Eric and his minders quickly got into position under the strange red tree whose best features were the massive overlapping leaves that hid them from satellite observation. The hovercraft sped by, and Fiona and Zhong grabbed hold of him, one on each side. Their shoulders pressed just under his shoulder blade and their arms down over his bum between his legs, and then holding on to his thigh. They then both lifted him effortlessly and Eric activated the custom-built adaptable suit they had designed and printed for him. Material slid up from his collar over his neck to the crown of his head. Eric immediately leaned back into it. Initially, it was stiff, but under the pressure, it molded into his anatomy before hardening.
Then a fiber looped around his forehead to pin him to the makeshift neck brace. It was restrictive. He could no longer do little things such as turn his head because the fabric would not give way; however, it wasn’t uncomfortable, as it was more like being restricted by pillows than by hard, unyielding plastic.
“Eric’s prepared,” Fiona reported. The neck and head reinforcements were there to stop whiplash.
The hovercraft continued to approach. Eric could hear it but had to use Soul Scouting to watch it. As it got closer, Eric changed perspective to look at them. He could see himself standing like a statue looking rigidly straight ahead, and then Fiona and Zhong next to him. Both crouched, ready to jump, and their heads focused on the rapidly approaching vehicle. Eric wasn’t great with speeds, but his processor told him the hovercraft was traveling at thirty kilometers per hour. That sort of speed wasn’t a joke, and without the reinforcements, he would have a one in twenty chance of dying, at least historically. With modern medicine, the chances of long-term consequences were probably zero. In any case, wearing safety equipment to prevent complications was worthwhile.
Fiona and Zhong must have created an internal jump program because they leaped simultaneously. Eric felt like a truck had slammed into his back, then there was a second equally as violent jerk in a perpendicular direction when they were in the vehicle. Protections or not, Eric knew he was going to suffer bruises from that collision.
“Ouch,” he complained as the other two gently lowered him onto a seat.
“Don’t move, bubs, until you’ve confirmed there’s no spine injury,” Fiona instructed.
Eric lay still for a moment, letting his healing flow through him, more to assess damage than anything else.
“How are you feeling?” Fiona asked anxiously.
“Bruised.” He stretched exaggeratedly, and the hard cloak on his back softened. He gave her a thumbs-up. “There’s a bit of pain, but not much. I hate being an invalid.”
“You’re not an invalid,” Fiona said cheerfully.
Zhong chuckled, “He sort of is.”
“I’m not in the mood,” Eric snapped at them.
“And I’m not comfortable with you getting on Traitor GIT’s ship, but you don’t see me whining this much.”
“You’re not my minder, Zhong.”
The other man frowned. “No, but you should reconsider. Stopping this guy is not worth risking your life.”
“No. Humanity can’t lose HC#004. There’s nothing you can say to change my mind.”
“It’s reckless.”
“Guidance agrees with me.” Eric hated using that name, especially when he wasn’t sure his statement was accurate. Thankfully, there was no response. It didn’t stir, and internally, he sighed in relief. 
“Guidance can be interpreted in different ways?” Zhong said quietly, not as worried about saying the boon’s name. “Are you certain you’re not garbling its message?”
“Yep, it put a gun against my head. The quest is clear. If I fail, I lose one of my time boons?”
Zhong processed that. ”Guidance?”
Eric hated that Zhong was unaffected by the entity and could say its name so casually. “Possibly. I have three time boons, and I will lose one, I think randomly.”
Or not, he thought.
After all, Guidance was happy to cheat. Not that it mattered if he was to meet the Traclaon threat, then he needed all three of his boons.
“He did stupid stuff that saved my life,” Fiona said quietly. “That decision got him, Francis, and everything worked in the end. I’m sort of thinking we should have some faith in him.”
“I hear what you’re saying, but what we’re debating is the fate of humanity. Faith doesn’t belong in the conversation.”
“Exactly,” Eric agreed forcefully. “Fate of humanity. If I don’t do it, then humanity dies.” 
 Zhong laughed. “You’re more stubborn than I am,” Zhong conceded, comfortable that the point had been argued and he didn’t need to do anything more.
“Driven,” Fiona pointed mildly.
“And thank god for that,” Zhong said. “Plus, I was only playing the devil’s advocate.” Zhong’s tone of voice changed abruptly. “What’s the plan for now?”
Eric thought about it for a moment. “Lucas’ call. We need to finish the expedition. We’ve met all our individual objectives.”
Their radio clicked on. “Guys,” Lucas said, “I’ve got good and bad news.”
“Uh-oh,” Fiona said.
“Good first,” Eric decided.
“That augment that I found in the temple was rare rated.”
Eric’s Soul Scouting flicked to the other craft and Lucas looked happy. “That’s great.”
“Yes, plus ten to the Blade skill and a further five percent. How much soul space, Samesh?”
“Only eight.”
Fiona whistled.
“That’s definitely rare rated,” Eric confirmed after a moment’s thought. “Who should get it?”
“That’s the bad news,” Lucas continued. “It bonded straight with Samesh.”
“Great,” Eric said immediately. “Samesh deserves it. After all, he sort of got screwed last time.”
“Really?” Samesh asked.
“You’re going to be a hero too,” Eric reminded him. “That’s an amazing augment to get.”
“I thought you would be upset.”
“That you got something good? Nope. You got shafted with the temple and you’re the test dummy for augments. I would’ve pushed for you to get it anyway.”
There was a long pause. “Thank you.”
After they settled into a nice routine, they swept through two more ruins, which failed to yield even a single augment. Eric continued to kill most natives unless they fell in the narrow range that benefited Samesh, which was usually a factor of distance. The way Samesh’s absorption trait worked, the distance penalty wasn’t as punitive. At half a kilometer, he would only lose fifty percent of the experience, while Eric suffered an almost ninety percent decline. 
Nights were sitting around a campfire eating poorly cooked meals. The automatic cook would make something nicer, but there was something magical about preparing dinner and then enduring the ribbing of your companions even when the result was semi-decent. All the campfire meals were eaten, apart from Lucas’ one attempt. They had resorted to the automatic cook that night, much to his mortification.
They were cruising along on top of the hovercraft as usual.
“Max and Sara,” Lucas said over the radio. Both Eric and Fiona tensed. “We’re approaching the Shiv. Don’t accidentally shoot any of our allies.” 
Everyone laughed while Eric and Fiona checked the surveillance net. Lucas had spotted a big squat vehicle that was positioned on the top of a hill ten kilometers away. It was from their expedition range, but it meant that they could no longer guarantee that their radio communications were secure.
With a grimace, Eric’s unguarded expression was replaced with a perpetual scowl. Next to him Fiona, or Sara as she had to be known, pouted at that change. A tiny, heavily encrypted thread was extended to him.
It’s just three days, Eric sent to her, trying to cheer her up. 
Fiona was looking out across the strange landscape and there was a significant pause. Maybe there might be stragglers, and after that, we need to worry about the seeker and GIT. It might be ages. 
Eric took a moment to consider his response. Yeah. It’ll suck. But we’re both getting regeneration therapy. There’s a long life ahead of us.
Fiona looked at him a small smile on her lips. There was the maturity that sometimes caught him by surprise. A huge grin split his features.
No need to get soppy. Fiona winked at him.
Eric could not help himself. He laughed out loud, only barely adding a slight sneer at the end. Next to him, Fiona’s body convulsed as she suppressed her laughter at his terrible acting. He could feel each vibration. 
“You know, that’s rude,” Zhong muttered. “Having your own private conversations.”
Soul Scouting spotted a phase lion right at the edge of his range over four kilometers away and in the opposite direction of the other treasure-hunting group. Eric really wanted to kill it. His eyes picked out an oddly shaped hill in the right direction.
He tapped Zhong. “Veer right. That hill looks unnatural.” The radio was open so everyone could hear.
Zhong tapped the hovercraft, and it changed course.
“More.”
Zhong touched the joystick a little further. “It looks natural. I don’t think it’s a ruin?” 
“Maybe,” Eric answered.
“Waste of time,” Fiona grumbled. “It’s not like the ruins have given us anything. Good.”
The radio crackled. “The data packets of the ruins sell for a lot,” Lucas reminded them. “If that hill has ruins, we want to check them out.” They all knew it didn’t, but Lucas was happy to play along with Eric, comfortable in the knowledge that he would not be acting frivolously.
“This detour is stupid. Aren’t we out of time?” Fiona argued. 
“No, Sara, we’re not. Cut the attitude or I’ll dock your pay further.”
“No, just saying…”
“Don’t,” Lucas interrupted Fiona. “Do your job, and when we’re back in Sol, we can part company and never see each other again.”
“It’s HC#001!” 
“Sara,” there was a warning tone in Lucas’ voice, “it’ll always be Sol. Officially, we might use the galactic council’s designation. But it’s always Sol to us humans.”
They fell into silence. 
The hill came into range of their sonar. “Sorry, boss, nothing there.”
“That’s okay, Max. Keep a lookout. It’ll be good to find another ruin, but given that we’re so close to touching down, it’s unlikely. If the church propaganda is accurate, we might find our fortunes in one of them.”
“I think Samesh stole the other one deliberately,” Max grumbled. Samesh hadn’t received the boon, so they couldn’t hide the augments that he had absorbed.
“Bullshit,” Samesh shot back. “All I did was pick it up. You all saw it. One mistake.” Another deliberate lie for any listeners. Samesh had two augments, but to this team, he was only admitting to one.
“His share of the other loot will get docked,” Lucas reminded them, sounding worn out. 
“Which I’m going to dispute,” Samesh snapped out. “I don’t want the augment in me.”
“ENOUGH!”
Everyone shut up at Lucas’ shout. Eric smiled internally. He hoped they were under surveillance, because the acting had been impeccable. 
The phase cat was highlighted in the hovercraft’s sensors. “Mine,” Eric bellowed into the radio. “Bring it in, Zhongie.”
“We’ve already bagged a phase lion,” Lucas complained. “I’m with Sara. This has become a waste of time.”
The AX5 in Eric’s hands started spitting bullets. The phase cat immediately orientated on them and charged the hovercraft.
“For goodness’ sake, Max!” Lucas yelled. “I ordered you to leave it.”
He kept firing marvelously at how good his twin upgrades were that let him track this beast. Soul Scouting and his soul base, allowing him to follow what to anyone else was an invisible animal, though Fiona had the drones out to hide Eric’s use of his trait.
The stupid animal kept running, and its head exploded when it was only fifty meters away. Almost perfect. “Got it,” Eric said with grim satisfaction. 
“Get samples,” Lucas ordered.
“You just said we’ve got enough,” Eric argued back. Knowing Lucas, he would enjoy acting as much as Eric was.
“You kill it; you get samples.”
“Boss!”
“No, do it.”
As expected, Eric lost the argument, and he jumped off the hovercraft to process the animal. DNA samples only.
That boxy vehicle was returning to the King’s Shiv just like that and stayed within spying range the whole way. That meant no open banter. They failed to find another ruin. There was no hand-to-hand hunting. Eric was almost relieved when they pulled into the camp around their ship. 
Max and Sara set up a tent in the same spot as last time. Both of them bitched openly about Lucas the whole time. Four teams were yet to return, but it was two days to their designated departure slot, and the hope was that they would all make it back in time. 
The camp held a party, and Sara went to be the social butterfly while Max drank. At the crack of dawn, with the party still going, Sara slipped into the tent. According to the clock cycle they were using, it was a little after midnight. She immediately slid under the blankets with him. She was resting her head on his shoulder. He felt her extend a thread through their body contact. 
How was it? Eric asked.
Fiona hugged in tighter. Annoying. Next time, we’re getting you an identity with something approaching social skills.
Doubt it. Those types have too many connections for me to take over their lives.
I know that. The camp sucks. It was much more enjoyable out in the wilds where we could be ourselves.
Eric nodded and said nothing. She was just frustrated.
Two teams haven’t gotten back.
Really?
Yes, Fiona confirmed. Lucas called up to exploration control. One group seems to have gone native. They’ve just disappeared. The other’s craft got wrecked by a storm.
She shot the image across to him. It was a satellite image, but it looked like the photo had been taken from a couple of hundred meters up rather than from orbit. The hovercraft had been pushed off a cliff and had broken into parts. Three people were huddled next to it around a campfire.
This is three days later.
The campfire was gone. Eric zoomed in on a spot near the largest hovercraft segment. There was a dark patch of ground that hadn’t been there in the first picture. Is that blood?
Yes. Exploration control has marked them killed in action. 
If one’s native and the other group’s dead, why aren’t we leaving? 
There’s still one other team out. We’re in contact. Their engine broke, and they had to print out replacement parts. They’ll arrive early tomorrow.
Fines?
Next to him, Fiona shook her head. Nope. Lucas is pissed. Exploration Control reviewed contracts and declared that the criteria to meet a delayed launch penalty weren’t met. 
Well, at least in twenty-four hours, we’ll be back in Sol, and I don’t have to pretend to be a surly antisocial bastard all the time.
I’m not blind. I know you’re not acting.
Eric laughed.
You’re going to regret that. We’re going to go out and dance so much that you’ll complain.
I think I’ll like that.
Me too.
Hugging one another, they fell asleep.
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THE FINAL SCAVENGER group came in an hour after dawn. 
Eric, as Max, helped to pack up the camp. There were snickers behind his back and condescending smirks on his face. Eric met them with stoic patience or a sneer if they made eye contact with him. 
Someone smacked into him. 
He was spun around. Then there was a light push on his shoulder, and he stumbled and fell to his knees, and only by using a hand did he prevent himself from eating dirt. 
“Watch where you’re going, dog.” 
Eric could feel the man behind him. He plucked out his handgun, spun, and on instinct, pointed it at the aggressor’s face. It was an older man with three days of stubble and a bulbous nose. The man’s face transitioned immediately from amusement to anger. Before he could do anything, that man stepped forward and grabbed Eric’s wrist and twisted it hard to make him drop the gun. Then he kept twisting and Eric contorted his body to avoid the pain, but there was nothing he could do as the guy continued applying pressure. Eric ate dirt. 
“Not so tough without bullets, hey, dog?” 
The man laughed, and then leaned down. “Everyone knows you’re rabid and have been defanged.”
“I don’t want medical bills,” Eric heard Lucas say, mildly and unconcerned, as he walked past.
“Sure thing, boss,” the man still holding his arms answered quietly. “Max and I are just settling things.”
“If he can’t do the work, you can do it instead, Trent.”
His arm was twisted harder, and Eric squealed involuntarily. His self-control only barely stopped himself from sprouting soul claws and shredding the arm holding him. 
Trent, as he was apparently called, leaned down to whisper in his ears. “You ever point a gun at me again, I’m ending you. And if you go near my missus, then this–” He twisted his arm up and Eric, once more reflexively, gasped in pain. “–will feel like a cuddle.”
His arm was released, and the man shoved him so hard that he slammed down onto his back. With a derisive laugh, Trent walked away.
“Max,” he heard Lucas bellow. “I’m not paying you to sit on your arse.”
With an annoyed grunt, Eric got back to work. He had known that Lucas was spreading stories, and they had assumed that there would be no blowback. Apparently, Max had prior acquaintances in the group who were willing to take advantage of the situation.
Once they were packed up. Eric sat in his small cabin on the King’s Shiv alone and wondered what was going to greet them when they got back to HC#001. How far had the enemy seeker got, and would Eric be able to kill the voidest before he had to infiltrate Traitor GIT’s ship?
Soul Jump energy washed over him. Eric could not actually tell who it was from the energy, but it felt like Fiona, and he knew she was helping. They had the jump off the planet, then one to the vicinity of the beacon, then a micro one onto it, and then finally a jump back to Sol.
They had completed their aims, and Eric brought up his personal soul progressing.
Soul Disciplines (8): Armor (10), Soul Jump (11), Defense (9) + 5, Blade (7), Cower (5), Explosion (3.5) 

He was still a long way from matching Fiona, but at least he was eating up the distance now. A couple of weeks of fighting natives had given him two whole levels. That was the tier 4 trait proving its worth. How good could it be? He blinked.
Bright lights washed over him, and he stood on the concrete pillar once more. 
“Can you please do a calculation of levels Epic Absorption can get for me?”
The sea of memories frothed, and a thousand bubbles flowed up into the sky and spun around. Then more churning occurred in the water as it boiled further, with steam rising into the computation cloud.
“Forty-two, sir.”
“You’re kidding me.”
“Forty-two is definitely one of the potential outcomes.” The butler chuckled behind him.
“I know how hard this is to estimate. I understand the overlapping considerations of anonymity, time, danger, and allies, but is there meaningful range of numbers?”
“On the path to Adept, I can see you gaining anywhere from twenty to fifty of the required ninety levels directly from Epic Absorption.”
“That’s impressive.”
“After that, things slow down, particularly because of the anonymous requirement. If you could quarantine HC#182 or HC#286, then you could get sixty or seventy of the levels required to reach Lord.”
“That’s huge. There are only eighty-five levels.”
“Yes, but you need to sequester one of those planets. If you don’t, you might eke out ten levels on public levels.”
“That’s…”
“Something to plan for, sir.”
“Absolutely. Save it.” A new star appeared above him.
Eric reappeared in the real world, happy with that outcome. If he could get that many levels from his trait, then he could catch and potentially get ahead of Fiona for a while.
Eric tensed and looked around. His instinct told him that the entire ship should have been or was about to be fully under the jump soul coverage already. 
“Three, two–”
Reality distorted.
Alarms blared, and the helmet immediately went over his head, just in case his cabin lost air pressure. The extra blast door leading out of the cabin slammed shut for good measure. 
“Report?” he ordered the ship AI, completely unperturbed.
“Cargo holds three and four along with corridor two, and thirteen has been compromised,” a mechanical voice echoed. “All airlocks holding.” 
Eric, with a touch, turned off the helmet. There had been a couple of minor leaks when switching back to space after the re-entry. Blowouts in this sort of slapdash mission were expected.
“Hull breaches sealed,” the detached voice reported, and the extra blast door to the cabin opened even while the red light that had appeared on his door switched to green to show that the ship-wide alarm had been lifted. 
Eric didn’t move. While he could certainly use Soul Scouting to avoid running accidentally into Trent, it wasn’t worth risking it. Hell, he had been shoved into Samesh’s cabin as a safety measure. 
Another wave of soul energy washed over him.
Soul Scouting let him look into the jump room. Fiona’s seat had been moved to the side, and Zhong was now centrally positioned in his own jump chair. Which meant Lucas, as the strongest remaining jumper, would do the honors to get them back to HC#001. Either Delia or Samesh would carry out the micro-jump, and the other would be on standby to act when they reemerged in Sol. Space travel, if you had four or five qualified Soul Jumpers on a small vessel, then intergalactic travel was surprisingly quick. 
Three jumps later, Eric was back at Mars Close Orbit 2142, which was Lucas’ nominal home port. Eric and Fiona disembarked and took a commercial trip to the apartment that Fiona maintained. Once they were safely in the controlled environment, Eric turned to her. “Do you think we’re pushing it by having Sara invite someone like Max back here?”
Fiona shook her head. “You’re sort of her type. You know, scrawny and a bit of a bad boy.”
Eric rolled his eyes. 
“You haven’t reached out to your network, have you?”
Eric shook his head.
“Scared?”
“Yes, no. The Flower Kettles hired a seeker; that’s significant.”
“But?”
“You know the answer.”
“Operational security,” she finished for him with a laugh. Then she looked uncertain. “Do you like my place?”
“Is that a permanent kitchen?”
Fiona beamed. “Yep. Do you want to cook dinner?”
“I would love to. It’s a wonderful distraction. I’d prefer not to touch the network for at least ten hours.”
Fiona was flipping through recipes on the screen. “Any specific reason, or just gut instinct?” 
“If my query is detected coming from his station, the seeker will look at recent arrivals here. Given the amount of inward traffic, ten hours is enough of a gap that it won’t find us easily. Lasagna,” Eric said, pointing suddenly at a picture that had appeared amongst the recipes Fiona had been browsing through.
“It’ll take hours…” She pointed to the section of the recipe that detailed how to make pasta sheets. A couple of videos started playing as she delved further. “Looks fun, but long and messy.” Her nose wrinkled in her super cute way. 
“We can do the sheets another time. Today, we’ll buy them and then make the sauces.”
The recipes rearranged themselves. Fiona devoured the information, and then she jumped up and down in excitement. “Let’s cook.”
Drones dropped off the ingredients, and they got to work.
“What’s that smell?” Eric asked, sniffing.
Fiona’s eyes went wide as they both looked at the bechamel source. “No!”
She grabbed the pot and peeled off the top layer to show the black underneath. 
Eric used a spoon to take a taste. “Do you appreciate a smokey aftertaste?”
“Is it supposed to have that?”
Eric shook his head solemnly. 
“Then no. I want my first lasagna to taste like it’s expected to.”
“There’s no one taste for lasagna. It’s like expecting sausages on different worlds to taste the same.”
“Really?” Fiona asked, looking at him in disbelief. “Other worlds?”
“Your apartment is secure, and this is the only time I get to be myself,” he said unapologetically. “I’m going to take advantage of that.”
“Well, fount of wisdom, why don’t you regale me with stories about the different sausages you have eaten.” She winked.
Eric spluttered the water he was drinking.
“What?” She looked innocently back at him.
“Just went down the wrong way.”
There was definitely a little smile on her face.
The drone dinged and dropped off the replacement ingredients. Eric washed the burnt pot while Fiona made sure she kept stirring.
A few hours later, they curled up on a couch to watch a movie, while for Meditative Perfect Recall, sixty different documentaries with subtitles played on the surrounding screens.
“I loved the lasagna,” Fiona told him lazily. “But I am so full now. Food baby.” She patted her stomach, content.
“Yeah, it was good.”
“But?”
“What?” he asked.
“I just thought you were going to say something like. It was good, but in my days, the best lasagna was made with Dragon Mince and space berries.”
“No need. I thought that went without saying.”
Fiona chuckled. “No, don’t crawl in the suspiciously dark service tunnel,” she exclaimed with fake horror. A short time later, there was a scream with a splatter of blood. “Too obvious. Let’s switch channels.”
“No,” Eric protested. “I haven’t seen this one.”
“I can’t believe the hero of humanity, the terrifying reborn himself, enjoys the slasher horror genre. It’s disgraceful.”
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THE NEXT MORNING, they ate in a reflective mood.
“These are good.”
Fiona beamed. “They’re my famous breakfast sandwiches.”
“Not a very creative name, plus it’s more a wrap than a sandwich.”
“Simple names with a twist are the new black.”
Eric snorted and finished the last bite. “Ding. Ten hours and twenty-five minutes.”
“You set a timer?”
“My processor randomly set a timer. I’m just sticking to it.”
“How are we doing this?”
“I’m using Soul Scouting to dump instructions in an air control chip two kilometers, that way.” He pointed almost straight up. “Then we wait. It’s all automated and there’ll be no results for three hours. In the meantime, movie?”
“I’ll choose.”
“Be my guest,” he offered gallantly. 
Fiona flicked through the screen. A movie got highlighted. “Dramatized history.”
“Earnest, Spider and the Terror,” Eric read the title. “That’s a bit dark, isn’t it?”
Fiona shrugged. “I was taught it in history, but I’ve never watched a movie on it.”
“I don’t think I have either from what I’ve read.”
“Are you scared?”
Eric stared her down. “Really?”
“You could have just said no,” Fiona said cheerfully. “It’s my turn to pick, so we’re watching it.”
The title of the movie came up on the screen, and then a long-distance camera of a spaceship that zoomed in until you could read the name painted on its prow.
From the Void.
Despite everything, Eric shivered a little. Fiona next to him noticed the response and laughed.
“You are scared.”
“Their story always creeped me out. I used to imagine myself being on a small station or ship, and then there is a clang as something unexpectedly hits it. Then you realize it’s your worst fear as that brief vibration was From the Void docking. In short order, Earnest would come for you to eat your tongue.”
“You feared Earnest! How? Why? He’s the puppy dog of the three.”
“I always found him the scariest. Something about having your tongue eaten in front of you.”
“Fun fact, he was one of the first humans documented to have a strong, awakened soul. His Blade level was above forty-two because it had color. Still, choosing him as the scary one.” There was disbelief in her voice.
“They were all terrifying, but yes, I know their place in history.”
On the screen, the movie began for real. Eric recognized the context immediately. It wasn’t beginning when they started their reign of terror, but with the first fight that made them truly famous. The merchant ship Fountida was taking cargo from Mars toward a newly established Venus orbital. Unknown to the pirates, a company of marines had been snuck on board to ambush and then kill them once and for all. 
A deliberate trap.
Captain Wright on the bridge laughed happily as he felt the clash that was evidence that the pirates were docking, and they had sprung the trap. “We’ve got them, boys.”
Soldiers ran to predetermined locations, spreading out to cover the four airlocks with ten men outside each and a further twenty in reserve.
Fiona gripped his hand tightly.
The movie continued to play.
There was a scene of Terror doing his thing and scalping a teenage solider. Every movie of these pirates had that scene.
The three pirates went through that squad of sixty marines as casually as you could like. Earnest stepped in front of a squad. They all shot, and the bullets bounced uselessly off the translucent armor that covered him. Then he closed and began hand-to-hand fighting. With a flash of a Blade, a gun got chopped in half. A kick broke another soldier’s wrist. It was a brutal, effective style. The sergeant stood and swung his fist at Earnest’s head and was surprised when no hand was raised to block the blow. 
The fist slammed into a near invisible barrier. Skin split and bones shattered, and Earnest laughed, taking advantage of that moment of shock to grab the man’s mouth with one hand and his specialized drone buzzed up to the open mouth. It latched on, and Earnest pulled back. They could see that tongue half out of the mouth stretched as far as it could go at the point of tearing, and then the drone’s Blades flashed. Earnest pocketed the tongue for later and kept fighting. 
From there, the movie took them through each of the known attacks. The three sick men descended from the void and carried out their sick fantasies on their victims. The Terror claiming his skin off his still-alive victims, Earnest the tongues that he would eat, sometimes in front of them, and the Spider was the worst of a lot of them, wiring people up, and then manipulating them to the point where they would willingly obey any command he gave even after the wires were removed. 
Enslaving them.
A brief scene where the first of his puppets were sent back to his family with strict instructions.
“I can’t watch it,” Eric said. “Turn it off.”
The screen went black. Both were affected, clutching each other tightly.
“Worse than I thought,” Fiona agreed. “Horrifying! I knew the history, but… that was… more visceral than I expected.”
“Now I know why I never watched this in my first timeline.”
“So deranged,” Fiona agreed.
“I think it hits so hard because it was real. A true nightmare, Earnest, Spider, and Terror descending upon you from the void.”
“And then they became the worst swear word. Voidest. The one that signifies that depravity and horror.”
“For good reason.” Eric shook his head, and the lights turned back on, flooding them with welcome light. “God, you think I would have coped better.”
“I think it is amazing that you’re still so compassionate and gentle.”
Eric drank the juice the drone brought him. “I need to calm down. Can we watch something better? Maybe some sort of tentacle invasion slash horror.”
“You can’t watch a documentary, but you want to watch a slasher movie,” Fiona teased. “Do you know how much blood slasher movies have?” 
She was actively trying to lighten the mood. Eric completely agreed with her attempt. 
“What do you mean?” Eric asked, pretending to be hurt. “I’m fine watching documentaries. I’m absorbing sixty of them right now.” 
Fiona kissed him passionately before pulling back. “At heart, you’re just a big softie. So if you want to watch silly teenagers get murdered by tentacle monsters that know how to throw forbidding silhouettes, then who am I to deny you.”
He chuckled. “They’re masterpieces.”
With the mind-dead movie playing, Eric could cultivate and settle himself. From the Void wasn’t as bad as what the Traclaons had done, but it was disturbing. Bad enough that he didn’t want to think about it. In the annals of mass murders, the ESTs hadn’t been terrible, but hardly the worst. 
Eric didn’t delude himself about humanity. It had its rotten elements, broken minds doing psychotic things somewhere in Sol. It was probably happening right now. The difference between all those and the pirates who crewed From the Void was the Spider and the videos he had created and distributed. He had documented everything they had done and made sure everyone knew about it. Despite that, their reign of terror lasted sixteen years because all three had possessed awakened souls before anyone knew what they were.
His internal alarm went off as the sixteen-year-old heroine was making an impromptu radiation gun to destroy the aliens. The movie had ten minutes to go, and Fiona had shut her eyes about twenty minutes ago, bored with what she was watching.
Eric had discovered, when they were about an hour into it, he had already watched it. He didn’t need to watch the heart-string-plucking ending again.
“It’s time,” he declared. 
Fiona opened her eyes. She had been cultivating. “And the answer is?” 
Soul Scouting, this time, went six hundred meters to the right. It was a reception area for one of those pricks who liked to have clients waiting for them and insisted on in-person visits. It was chosen because ever since he had been in Fiona’s apartment, it had been playing the same multiple news channels constantly. Soul Scouting watched and recorded the visuals and audio. His programs had embedded the information in both spectrums. Wrong pixels, unexpected spikes of noise, and low and high frequencies. If anyone looked, they would see that something was piggybacking on the programs, but it was encrypted sufficiently, and the messages were short enough that nothing could decrypt them.
Eric visibly relaxed as the results came through.
“And?”
“My query yesterday only touched on the edge of my network, but everything is green.”
“You look worried.”
“No.” Eric shook his head in denial. “No, not at all. Those green markers mean my inquiry wasn’t intercepted, that my presence here has not been noticed, and no red flags have been tossed out by my wider network.”
“Are you certain?”
“Yes. Remote hacks, by definition, have to occur along software paths. That leaves signs. Aliens don’t have a magic password that works on everything. If a seeker gets physical access, then all bets are off. Then they can download monitoring programs directly and worm through internal encrypted systems in ways I might be unable to track. But remote. If they’re doing that, I’m fine. Of course, the more chips and software suites they’re exposed to, the more opportunities they have to upload code bases. Then brute force is used to determine software weakness.
“Then, over time, they’ll establish a growing database of software flaws similar to what I’ve programmed into our AI. Then, from that, they can design their viruses to disable other systems from afar the same way we do. The good thing about humans having spent two centuries trying to exploit each other, with hacks going back and forth between opponents, is that our code is tight and, more importantly, highly variable. There is no conformity, so each vulnerability the seeker finds will only give them access to so many systems until they need a different hack. Human information security is actually solid. Even shitty light chips–” He waved up. “–can’t be hacked without leaving signs. If I add all that together, I’m confident the seeker doesn’t have a presence here.”
“Because you’re here physically?”
Eric smiled at that guess. “Partially, but it’s mainly trust in the network I’ve already established. It’s probably impossible to crack without setting off the alarms.” 
They sat on the couch quietly for a period. 
Fiona stirred restlessly. “Where is it?”
“The seeker?”
Fiona nodded.
“Physically, no idea.” Eric shrugged. “My network is green, so it hasn’t moved any significant resources against the inner systems. That means it’s probably still in the outer systems.”
“I don’t know how you live out there.”
“Why, what’s the difference? You grew up on a tiny speck of metal in the middle of open space. That’s what they’re doing.”
“The sun,” Fiona answered earnestly. “We get all of our energy from the sun. Energy comes in, we use it and then radiate out the heat we don’t need. Perfectly balanced. In a million years’ time, that station is still going to have a livable temperature. The stuff out near Jupiter.” Fiona shivered. “One mistake and you’re abandoned in the cold.”
“That’s…”
“What, stupid?” Fiona challenged.
“A strange delineation,” Eric answered. “You know what the outer system’s thinking. How can you float in the middle of nowhere without access to any resources to grow the station? If they need raw materials, they have their atmosphere skimmers or simple mining on the lighter moons. They can expand forever, never running out of stuff. In a million years, they’ll be a thousand times the size.”
“And planet siders?”
Eric laughed. “They think we’re all crazy. There’s no difference between outer systems or inner stations to them. Personally, I don’t understand how you can live in a gravity well that steep, especially if you’re not awakened and can’t escape anytime you want. Stuck there. Helpless where anyone with a spaceship can eliminate you.” Eric shivered, remembering some of the relevant videos from the Traclaon Armageddon. “We shouldn’t be talking about that sort of shit.”
Fiona patted him on the shoulder. “Why not? We’re just buying time until you double-check the green status, then work out how to re-engage more completely with your network.”
Eric held out a hand. “Take my hand.”
Fiona curiously took the offered limb; her forehead crinkled. “You’re trembling.” She looked at him. “Planets being vulnerable.” She guessed, “The Armageddon?” Her eyes hardened. “What did they do?”
Then she realized the ridiculousness of her babbling. He had lived through humanity dying, and that meant the aliens would have to have destroyed planets.
There was nothing she could say to help stave off those memories. “I’m sorry.”
Eric nodded and then shut his eyes. “It’s okay. Let’s watch another movie.”
“Your pick?” She smiled brightly.
“Another slasher horror,” Eric said with mock excitement. “Action-packed, lots of blood,” he ordered. The screen spun and presented five options. He selected the first.
“That data package you just sent out was a big one,” Fiona probed curiously, having clearly noticed what he had sent out. 
Eric winked at her. “It’s something I’ve been working on for the last month.” 
“To draw the seeker out.”
“Not yet. That one is to double-check that we haven’t already been sprung despite all the green being displayed.” He stuck out his tongue at her. “Yes, I’m paranoid. Sue me.”
“You’ve got every right to be,” Fiona said quickly. “The universe is literally out to get you.”
Eric smiled at that expression. “The one you’re asking for is this.”
He sent the extra information. The movie paused as Fiona assessed what he was planning. “That’s declaring war.”
“Not against the seeker.”
“But against the Kettles it is.”
“We have to draw it out somehow.”
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FIONA HAD QUIT HER JOB, but for a week, she didn’t plan on getting another. They cooked, watched movies, and went to the gym while cultivating continuously. Once cultivation became a habit, you barely noticed it, and when you could do it while holding a conversation, the gains at that point would flood in constantly. 
In his first life, he had been such an idiot.
For the whole time, Eric monitored the results of the package he had uploaded. Large chunks of codes hitchhiked across a diverse physical network that only ever linked when irregular Soul Jumps brought a new ship with updated communications. The only question had been which security flaws to exploit to facilitate its propagation.
“I think we’re in the clear,” Eric told Fiona as he double-checked the remaining data points.
“So, you’re nuking the Kettles?”
“Nuking?”
“I was intending to use a flamethrower analogy, but it didn’t seem large enough.” 
“Yep, a piece of a computer code is just like splitting atoms and releasing immense amounts of energy.”
Fiona looked at him in annoyance.
“But yes, I’m going through with the plan. The seeker is being as cautious as we are. It had expanded its information tendrils to the inner system but burnt them away the instant it realized its probes had been detected.” 
“Burnt? How is that any more appropriate than nuke?” Fiona challenged as she paused her cutting. There were tears in her eyes.
“Sorry, I didn’t realize that mocking your nuke concept would make you cry.”
“I’m not crying.”
“Yes, you are.”
“It’s the goddamn onions. They’re stinging my eyes.” She studied him suspiciously. “Wait, did you know they would do that? Is that why you asked me to cut them? That's not very chivalrous, Max.” She stuck out her tongue at his grumpy look at being called Max. “You deserved it. Anyway, how is burnt in this context any more appropriate than nuke?”
“Burnt was a good analogy because the seeker released many programs to reformat the disk. Most of them hit his code, but they spread like a fire does, frying other sections of code until virus programs put them out. Hence burn.” 
Fiona shook her head. “Nope. The plan against the Kettles, while it will probably be effective, it is almost like declaring war on the outer systems. Nuke is more than appropriate in that context. Plus, you’re only arguing because you’re a moonie.”
“True.” Eric passed over the cloth the drone had delivered.
“What’s this?”
“For your eyes. Wipe with it, and it’ll neutralize the chemical that cut onions release.”
She wiped her face and then frowned. “It’s gone. Could you have given me this at the start?” 
Eric winced when the house AI interpreted that as a question and flashed up confirmation. The screen it displayed on was technically behind him and out of his sight line, but nothing could be hidden when Soul Scouting was active.
“You could have,” she accused.
“The tears are part of the authentic cooking experience.”
Fiona thought about that excuse. “Fine.” She went back to chopping. 
Crisis averted, he continued to analyze the latest dump of information. This was the accumulated intelligence of the seeker’s initial foray into the inner systems. While it had tried to burn out its tendrils, it had failed. The chaotic way code packets spread across humanity’s disparate network had thwarted it, and snippets of code survived. His programs stitched them together to back-engineer the technique used.
“Fascinating,” he muttered and then smiled when he realized he had the spear to arm his program with.
“What?” She was heating the oil to fry the onion. 
“It was using a flaw in the communication arrays.”
“So?”
“My future knowledge didn’t include that vulnerability.”
Fiona looked up in interest at that confession. “You probably know a hundred weaknesses the seeker doesn’t,” she pointed out after a moment of thought. “Though it is surprising it found one you didn’t know about.”
“Yeah, it is. It makes you wonder how many are actually out there.” Eric delved deeper into the information. “Good.”
“What?”
“Its code exploited a vulnerability in the array, but that part has only been installed in the outer systems.” He kept typing and was pleased to see that his program had gathered all the data he needed already, so he didn’t need to send queries externally. “Its method won’t work on the inner systems. The trick only works against that brand. Better still, the inner system has a dozen different communication array versions. If the seeker wants to continue to use communication arrays, then it will need to hack them separately. Ah. See here, the vulnerable part is used pretty much everywhere in the outer system. No wonder the seeker took advantage of it.” 
The seeker’s decision to cut and run rather than going on the offensive suddenly made sense. Not only was it facing an opponent sophisticated enough to identify its meddling, its main hacking tool just straight out didn’t work where its enemy was presumably based. Under those damning circumstances, it didn’t have a choice. Eric wasn’t fooled; it would certainly try something else. The retreat was strategic, and while he was in HC#002, Eric was sure that the seeker would have been busily expanding its list of susceptibilities. Given its isolated position, it was unlikely it would ever get close to the sheer number of vulnerabilities that he was exploiting, but the more it found, the harder it would be to stop if it seriously came after them. 
For now, he was definitely safe. His initial network had been built with a paranoid focus on security. The changes he had made before departing to HC#002 had hardened it further. Despite its current hidden nature, it was still extensive, which would let him launch attacks from almost anywhere in the inner systems. Better still, the code the alien had given him to hack the communication arrays could be weaponized to hit back at the outer systems. It was a good plan. If he used the alien’s code, it would also hide his own capabilities. When you were doing cloak and dagger stuff, the more you hid, the more likely you were to win.
“Are you going to nuke them now?” Fiona asked innocently.
He glared at her. 
She batted her eyelids back at him. “Well, are you?”
Eric carried the diced root vegetables over to her. “Yep.”
“Yay. Fireworks.”
“I can’t say I’m anything but terrified.”
“Can I press the big button that makes it all go boom?” The onion started sizzling. “Please. I’ve never set off a nuke before.”
“It’s not a nuke.” 
She giggled.
Eric’s AI created an image of a big red button on the bench she had previously been cutting onions on. 
Press to Blow Up the Outer Systems.

“You could have chosen a clean area. If I push that, I’ll get onion juice on my finger.”
“Sorry.”
“Eric!”
“Yes, Precious?” 
“You know it’s not a physical button.”
“Yes, I programmed it.”
“That means you could move it to a clean location like.” She tapped a clean spot right next to the onion mess.
“You’re right, I could.”
“Eric. It hasn’t moved yet.” 
“If you don’t want to press it, I will.”
He stepped forward threateningly, and she slapped her hand down, and the program triggered. It went via his Soul Scouting, of course, as they didn’t wish to risk anything being linked to their apartment. 
Fiona dropped the egg flipper and walked to the sink. “You’re a pain. Make sure the onions don’t burn.”
She rinsed her hands while Eric chuckled.
Even in those few seconds, both of them knew that the attack was being unleashed. A jump occurred, and unknown to the captain, a unique key was broadcast along with the rest of the standard handshake information. 
A program Eric had set up in advance on Venus Orbital Station thirty-one activated. Geographically, the station was nothing special, but it was chosen because it was owned by VITs, a major footwear company that utilized the same communication arrays as the outer systems that had recently expanded out into the pseudo-soul space. The company was secretive and insular and provided an excellent spot to launch an attack from. The seeker would have all sorts of problems getting access even if it somehow tracked the origination of the attack back to there. 
Then the attack spread out from its starting location. Once triggered, it simultaneously wormed its way into data packets of almost seven hundred jump ships. Every one of those ships was scheduled to go to the outer system within a one-hour window.
The onions were browned, and they switched them out to fry the root veggies.
“Too much salt,” he protested.
“How are you so calm?”
“What?” Eric asked, surprised by the question.
“We’re live. We can’t do anything to stop it now. Over the next hour, seven hundred outer system stations are going to be attacked. And that virus program you sent wasn’t subtle. It will rip through databases, sending information indiscriminately back to the inner systems.”
“The code has some smarts. It will primarily focus on following leads on the Flower Kettles.”
Fiona laughed. “You and I know that is the actual reason. But when you wrote the attack, you knew that every analysis out there would perceive it differently. This is going to be seen as a vicious commercial information raid with a weak veneer of respectability because it went after a criminal gang. No one will believe the second. To everyone else, it’s war.”
“Yes. As you said, it’s done, and we can’t stop it now. It was always a calculated risk.” 
She shook her head. “Is this another two-week wait until we find anything?”
“Nah, as you kept saying, this is a nuke. I’m expecting data to flow back within minutes.”
“Minutes?”
Eric waved his hand and a network of lines displayed. 
“What am I looking at?”
“Visualization of data flow.” A line appeared, and then an insignificant blip flashed from outer system to inner. 
“What’s that?”
“Unexpected volume.” Eric waved another hand and a similar net popped up on the other wall. “That’s the average of the last week.” 
Fiona looked between them. “They look the same.”
“It runs twenty minutes behind.” 
Fiona threw a towel at him in annoyance. “Then why are you showing it to me now? I’m changing to something more comfortable. You can watch dinner while I do so.” She disappeared into the bedroom. 
Twenty minutes later, they were both sitting with glasses of sparkling wine on the couch, eating their stir-fry while watching the data flow between all the different authorities. If the assault was successful, they would find out about it almost immediately as data was ripped out of the outer systems and sent inwards. It would then get propagated, and over a couple of days, his sniffer programs would stitch together the varied downloads, and then search through the mass of data that had been seized to find actionable intelligence. 
The number of blobs moving increased abruptly. “And we’ve fired the first shot. We’re at war,” Eric toasted. They both took a sip and Eric put his glass down. “I’m going out.” 
“To do?”
He shrugged. “I will not sit here and watch data. It’s pointless. We don’t even know if it will have the stuff we want. Instead, I’m going to go and work off some energy.”
“I just showered.” Fiona pouted. 
“I know, but it’s not like I can train with you anyway. You can literally beat me up blindfolded with both hands tied your back.”
She thought about that. “Yeah, you’re probably right. We should try that sometime.”
“Nope, I don’t want to be beaten up.”
“Where’s your sense of adventure?”
“Listen, miss. You can have your fun, but in a couple of months, I’m going to upgrade, and I’ll be faster and stronger than you, and I’ll remember all our sparring sessions.”
“Nah, you’re a softie. You won’t pick on a girl.”
“Bah.” 
Her laughter chased him out. 
He got to the gym and trained with daggers against fighter dummies. They attacked from all sides, and the three-dimensional view that Soul Scouting provided was confusing to get used to. As a result, he got hit more than he should have. Anyone watching would have assumed he was rated at the 3+ level instead of just a flat 1 for agility.
A heavy Blade hit his back in the middle of his jump. The kinetic push from Soul Scouting countered the rotation, so instead of spiraling helplessly out of control and becoming an easy victim, he seemed to stabilize mid-air. 
The mock axe that was aimed for his torso that should have finished him was instead blocked. Then, despite his attempts, a practice sword clipped his ankle. Soul Scouting did an amazing job preventing him from falling, but he was fundamentally not quick enough. The kill sound triggered. 
Eric looked back. A fifth dummy had activated, and its staff had frozen just centimeters from the head.
“Done. Delete,” he gasped, struggling to keep his breathing even. He wanted to collapse, but instead, he walked hands on head to open up his chest.
Applause rang out from the sideways.
What?
He was supposed to be alone.
Heart thumping, he spun around and saw it was just Fiona. Of course it was; she was the only one who could have got in here without his Soul Scouting routine alerting him or the electronic routines he had embedded in surrounding surveillance cameras. 
“That was impressive,” she said, striding forward. “Especially since I know you weren’t using Soul Armor or your mundane defense augment. If that was active, this would have looked different. What happened at the end when the group attacked simultaneously?”
“A new trick I’m working on.”
“Soul Scouting and its push, right?”
Eric nodded.
“I’m pretty sure the trait wasn’t intended to be used like that.”
“I’m pretty sure,” he lowered his voice. “They can be used any way you want, and you know what sure as hell intended me to use it any way I could in order to get stronger.”
“You may be right, but I’m pretty sure it was intended to interact with objects remotely and not a method to let you avoid the laws of physics.”
Eric grinned at her. “I’m not avoiding anything. I’m just going beyond Newtonian physics. Pretty cool, hey.” 
“It looked to be ridiculously unfair,” Fiona agreed. “If it upgrades at Evolved, and then at Initiate, what then? Are you going to walk on air?”
Eric smirked. “If that happens, I’ll be a happy reborn. Mind you, some of the alien heroes could do stuff like what I was doing. We always assumed boons or augments. I imagine your Craauacklas boon can also be abused to do something similar. Heat creates expanding air. That’s a breeze, isn’t it? Get sufficient control and you’ll also be able to do fun non-Newtonian stuff.” He wiped sweat off his forehead and visibly winced from the pain of his shirt slipping over a back welt. “Even if it upgrades later to something better, the training now will help. Honestly, what I can do currently with Soul Scouting will be insignificant when I reached Initiate because of the better augments I’ll have to use.”
“That makes sense.” 
“Why are you here?”
“Can’t I come and watch my boyfriend do superhero stuff?”
“Is that why you’re here?”
Fiona shook her head. 
“There’s results already?”
She nodded. “Your code went through technology defenses like a soul Blade through flesh. Higher ups in the outer systems are talking war.”
“Already?”
“I think you accidentally grabbed a chunk of proprietary information from Outroids.”
Eric winced at that. 
“Yep, they’re the ones stirring the pot.”
“What are they, the fourth biggest corporation out there?”
“Second,” Fiona answered flatly. “On the plus side, the Flower Kettles definitely heard your warning shot.”










CHAPTER 35





ERIC KNEW there was nothing he could do to manage any of the geopolitical fallout from his cyber-attack. Nevertheless, they returned to their apartment and monitored the channels. Everyone was interested in the developing situation. The rhetoric emerging from the outer systems was frankly impressive. Outroids were not known for being shrinking violets, and they were pissed. 
They only issued a single line that they would take proportionate actions against the perpetrators to ensure they were compensated. The political and military class wasn’t as restrained in what they were willing to claim. The commander of Europa, one of Jupiter’s moons and surrounding satellites, went on record to state.
An attack on Outroids is an assault on the very existence of the outer colonies, and if the bullies from the inner system think they can launch such a blatant raid on a Europa company, then they would need to face the repercussions. Our industries have never been turned to war, but if they are, then there will be only one victor and it will not be the stale impotent planetary governments.

“Angry little man,” Fiona whispered.
“He’s taller than you.”
“Yeah, but his twig arms make you look like a bodybuilder.” She laughed way too hard at that joke. 
“Mean.”
She stuck out her tongue. “I think we’re safe. You can be as angry as a hornet’s nest, but if there’s no target for their ire.” She shrugged. “They can wail and gnash their teeth as much as they want. If you swing at air, you’re gonna miss.” 
“Do you think we went too far?”
“Not really my call. Sorry, bubs. I don’t know how dangerous a seeker is.”
Eric sighed. “Good point. We had no choice.” They lounged on the couch cultivating while press conference after press conference was called and beamed around the system.
“The parasitic inner systems and planets had a moral imperative to dedicate resources to find the source of the hack that originated from their territory.”
This was the third time Eric had heard a variation on that party line. “They seem to be coordinating on their message.”
“Yep,” Fiona agreed. “And because they don’t have a target, they’ve stopped talking about war. We’re off the hook,” she finished brightly.
Eric glanced at her, and he recognized her approach. She was trying to be optimistic. He shuffled over to the couch in order to put an arm over her shoulder and hug her. “That initial anger shook you, didn’t it?”
“I didn’t want us to be responsible for an inter-system war. How many billions would have died?”
“I think that’s no longer a risk.”
“We are disgusted at the unprovoked attack on Outroids from our territory. I have personally authorized the establishment of an independent commission to determine the culprits. They will be held accountable.”
On Eric’s count, the fifteenth commission, working group or white hat collective had been established already. The political class on both sides of the divide were coming together with rhetoric to address the problem, primarily to discover who was responsible.
Eric didn’t care at all. He was playing a deeper game against a seeker, and an infinite number of government investigations didn’t even register as a risk relative to that simple fact.
He was going into an informational war against a seeker.
Morosely, he repeated that in his head. It wasn’t something he had ever thought that he would say just because of the sheer ludicrously. “It’s simmering down.”
“Thank the church,” Fiona stated and got a second surprised look from Eric. It really had affected her.
“Nothing has changed with regard to the seeker war.”
“I know.”
“We need to keep up appearances.”
“I know.” The screen in front of them adjusted to show the time. “I’ll go do the jump as normal. Earn credits in order to support lazy Max.”
Eric chuckled. “It’s not my fault. I’m acting the part.”
She poked him hard, and he laughed. After a moment, she joined in.
When the clock counted down, Fiona got dressed in her new uniform and went to work, and Eric cultivated and waited.
They had baited a hook and now they had to make sure they were in position to respond when the seeker snapped off the bait. 
Rather than watching movies, he monitored the political situation.
Breaking News:

“Vector of the massive unprovoked outer systems attack has been traced to a flaw in the design of communication arrays produced by PlacoTech.”

“PlacoTech has no comment.”

“Unconfirmed intelligent report suggests flaw was deliberately inserted.”

Eric winced when he heard that line. PlacoTech was large, but not Outroids large. Eric felt sorry for the company. Outroids needed to make an example of someone. Once more, that wasn’t his problem.
Instead, he focused exclusively on the compiling the incoming data, searching for the clue that would reveal the seeker counterattack. 
The apartment dinged, and he glanced up as Fiona came home from her job. She looked very cute in her tacky pilot costume. 
“How’s things, lazy?” 
In response, Eric admired her, his eyes drifting down, and then up. He whistled. “Hot.”
Fiona spun to show it off. “Not bad for a Mars Close Orbital 2142 emigrate.”
“Very flattering,” he agreed, saving the program that he had been editing. “How was the work?”
“Very good.” She paused for a long time, a teasing smile. “At paying the bills.”
“Is Sara getting annoyed with Max?”
“Depends on if she gets a foot massage or not.”
She plonked onto the couch and Eric handed her a Spita. She smiled as she took a sip. “I can’t believe you don’t like these.”
“Too sweet.” Eric grimaced slightly, remembering the last time he’d had it. The drink was pretty much sherbet in liquid form.
Fiona laughed at his expression.
He grabbed the offered foot. “I wouldn’t mind some advice.”
“Oh?”
Eric nodded at the screen. A summary of the key information from his hacks appeared. 
Fiona’s eyes darted over the information. “The ones with the stars next to them have been independently confirmed?” 
“Yes.”
“So, what’s the question?”
Eric color-coded the different points. 
“Why don’t you give it all to the authorities? I’m not sure any organization could survive this sort of blow. You’ve got detailed data on supply chains, production facilities, financial accounts and the names of the all the key players. In most cases, you’ve even got their backup identities.”
“I want to use it to trap the seeker.”
Fiona shut her eyes at that with a rueful smile. “If you destroy the Kettles, the seeker might go on its own.”
“Or it won’t, and we’ll be continually wondering when it’s going to find us.” 
“Yeah.” There was another sad smile, and they studied the information in more detail.
This time, instead of focusing on what they knew, Fiona, based on the screens she was flipping through, was familiarizing herself to the various action plans that he had put down.
“You attacking the asteroid base is a straight no.”
“What? Why?”
“Too dangerous. The others won’t allow it.”
“The others don’t control me.”
“I won’t allow it.”
Eric stared her down.
“Sara won’t allow it,” she said in a squeaky, uncertain voice.
He could not help it. She was so cute when she did this, and he burst out laughing. “Sara doesn’t get a say. You, however, do.” 
Fiona shifted positions and got him massaging the other foot. 
Eric mentally clicked on the asteroid attack. A list of personnel scrolled up. Over ninety had an awakened soul and their soul stage was displayed prominently. “That’s thirty soul boon points and half a soul level from Epic absorption. That’s a pretty huge reason to have me there.” 
“I’m not an idiot,” Fiona said, sounding affronted. “I knew why you wanted to do it. I just don’t think the risk reward profile is in your favor. For one, if you go, you won’t kill everyone. You might get a tenth of that perfect outcome result you stated. Plus, if you have planned and ordered the attack, then you may be given the soul boon points anyway.”
“I’ll definitely lose the absorption benefit, and I’m pretty sure I need to personally make the kill to get the bonus soul boon points. I didn’t get anything when Zhong eliminated the Raf teams.” 
Fiona looked at him seriously. “A tenth of a level and a dozen soul boon points is not worth it. Plus, it’s not who you are, Eric. You’re not the type of person to sacrifice human lives to boost your personal power. That epic absorption is there to be used on enemies of humanity and mindless native animals.”
Eric considered the argument. She was correct. While if he got close enough to slit the throat of everyone on the station, he would get half a soul level. However, how likely was that outcome? Some he would shoot, others would be blown up, and even more would be eliminated by his allies.
“You’re right. I just dislike sending other people into danger if I’m not putting myself on the line at the same time.”
“You are–”
“A reborn who is sitting on my bum, cultivating, and tapping keys.”
She smiled sympathetically. “Yeah, it sucks. But you know it’s the right choice.”
“Goddamn cute girls who scramble my brains and make me do logical things.” 
“Someone needs to stop you from doing stupid things.” A thread went from Fiona to the screen, and it switched back to the broader plan away from the asteroid. “Let’s see how you’re planning on tracking this mysterious alien enemy. A mythical seeker that is stronger, smarter–”
“No, it’s not. It’s no better than us. It just has access to superior technology.”
She smirked. “A creature of grace, beauty, and intelligence. A being capable of outthinking all of humanity. How is our hero?” Her voice went serious. “Who is slacking off on his massage?” Eric laughed and ignored his complaining hands to continue. “Going to stop this terrifying seeker,” she finished with a loud flourish. Then she stopped talking as she studied the information carefully. “Your first strike is just hitting their Ecstatic Void operations?”
“Yes. I don’t want them thinking that we’re trying to destroy the gang. I want the seeker to believe we’re a rival gang attempting to muscle in on the latest lucrative drug trade.”
“Half-measures like this are dangerous.”
“Not more than any other, and frankly, stopping Ecstatic Void has a real benefit.” 
“You have Delia, Samesh, Lucas, Zhong and me available to Soul Jump into danger and whoever else we can rope in.”
“Yep.”
“Samesh and Zhong are our frontline shooters. They like using the AXs.”
“Zhong also has six or seven sidekicks that will help.” 
“Yeah, I see them. Why does he have them?”
“I think he was a space marine, and they’re his ex-squad mates.”
Fiona whistled while her fingers tapped rapidly, drawing information directly into her soul space to speed up her ability to absorb it.
“It’s not a bad plan,” she relented finally. “I don’t think the seeker has a chance of tracing anything back to you personally. If it tries to trace our jump path back to the port of origin, that will expose it.”
“Yes,” Eric agreed quickly. “That’s the point. For it to trace jump paths, it’ll need physical access to three different SJs.” 
Fiona nodded at that observation. “Soul Jump Monitoring Stations. Sometimes, I forget the aliens set them up, which sort of stops any chance of remote hacking dead.” 
“Better still,” Eric continued. “I could be mistaken, but I suspect the seeker will be forced to find us.”
“Because we only took out the Ecstatic Void business, so the Flower Kettle organization will still be functioning. And they’ll believe we’re out there preparing to act further, and they’ll push the seeker to hunt us.”
Eric smiled gleefully. “Yes.”
She wiggled her toes. “Another ten minutes of massaging, and I’m almost positive I’ll agree to this foolishness.”
“You don’t have to threaten me to get a foot massage.”
She laughed. “But it’s fun. When are you launching?”
“It’ll take a day longer to put my counter surveillance network in place. Most of it is already done. I’m only waiting for the last few pieces.”
“Even the physical cameras.”
“Most, but something this size takes time to spread over the whole solar system.”
“You mean in two days’ time I get to skip work again? Yay!”
“Fiona, you’ve been back at work for three days.”
She nodded. “Horrible ones.”
“That bad?”
“Nah, but I imagine it’s rare you get to quit a job messily, let alone twice in a few months.”
“You’re going to make a scene?”
She laughed. “Have you met Sara?”
With a touch of a button, he put the work away and just chatted with his girlfriend. Every now and again, he still felt that small twinge of guilt about being a breaker. He knew he was being too harsh on himself. For all intents and purposes, he was a new person. Yes, he had a mix of experiences from his older self, but emotionally, he had concluded that he was closer to a twenty-year-old than a hundred-year-old. 
The next morning, Fiona forced him out of their apartment to do physical exercise, and when he got back, she had already gone to work. 
Fair enough. Yesterday, he had made her late.
All day, he worked on the programs to covertly observe the Soul Jump Monitoring stations. The physical components had been sent days ago, but there were extra security steps to make sure the seeker wouldn’t notice the extra surveillance.
Alarms went off continuously throughout the day as numerous viruses were launched from the outer systems against the inner. Based on the observed sophistication, it probably wasn’t even Outroids but some minor company trying to curry favor. Eric only cared that the seeker wasn’t the one creating them.
The door opened with a ding. 
“Are we still on?” Fiona asked.
“Unfortunately, yes,” Eric admitted.
Fiona walked over and put a finger on his chest. “Why unfortunately?”
“You know perfectly well.”
“A girl likes to hear.”
“Because it means you need to leave immediately.”
She pouted, and then gave him a passionate kiss, and then sashayed away.
Strike two against the seeker had been activated. It was time to gut the Kettles.
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ACROSS THE ENTIRE SOLAR SYSTEM, thirty different attacks on Flower Kettle assets were unfolding simultaneously.
And all he could do was sit and watch.
Eric wanted to smack the screen that was playing two hundred programs continuously. 
Fiona was out there, and he could do absolutely nothing. And the others, of course. He wished he had something to break to work out the tension.
Eric ducked into Meditative Perfect Recall.
“You know what I want.”
A star above shivered, and details printed themselves on the screen.
“Really?”
“Yes, sir.”
With a shrug, Eric returned to the real world. Ten minutes later, he had enough of waiting; it was time to act. He browsed nearby gladiator schools. Checked prices, chose one that was cheap but not the cheapest, and booked a two-hour group class. 
As Eric walked, he understood the line that he was walking. He wasn’t Eric Peters; he was Max Miller and hand-to hand fighting was incongruous to him. Unfortunately, the sport also had a special spot in Eric’s heart. Not because of Fake Fat Phil, but because he enjoyed the exercise, and when he used a wooden sword, he imagined it was a soul Blade and his opponent a bug-eyed dog. It was cathartic. Apart from that Max persona issue, there was no reason not to go. It wasn’t like there would be any information, good, bad, or terrible, for hours. As for Max, if he thought he could hit someone harder than he got hit himself, then he would be happy to try something like this. Once before, he learned that fights hurt, and that would be it. Eric was taking advantage of that presumed naivety.
The class, when he arrived, was filled with people who looked bigger and stronger than him. Some of that difference was obvious with even a casual examination. Slightly misshaped joints showed previous skeletal surgery. Eric didn’t understand the driver, but lots of people liked to develop along wolverine lines, the metal skeleton and high-grade nanobots to simulate the healing. It was ridiculously inefficient, but a good party trick, Eric guessed. Almost everyone around him was augmented in some fashion, though exclusively human tech, given he could see it. He was over-matched.
No soul, he reminded himself, definitely no armor that would be noticed.
Blade, likewise, was stupid. Jump? Nope, there were too many video cameras even if a micro-jump was effective in hand-to-hand fighting outside of gravity wells. He didn’t want to expose his skill. Cower? Maybe that. If he leaked a bit at the right time, that could absolutely swing a fight his way and remain unnoticed by any random observer.
“General melee,” the instructor yelled out. “No concussions, no broken bones. Otherwise, it’s a free for all.”
They were clashing with padded quarterstaffs. Fake Fat Phil would have sneered at using the protective foam. Eric immediately started spinning his weapon. His target, a muscled teenager with a slight frame, saw him coming, and then moved entirely too smoothly from his original target to attack Eric.
His opponent’s agility had been augmented, but Eric had known that before he targeted him. 
Eric abandoned his attack and switched to defensive movements. His challenger’s staff instantly pressured him, and he rapidly gave ground. The whole time, he was conscious of the other opponents fighting around him. As he retreated, he made sure he didn’t back into anyone who could brain him from behind.
Eric let himself fall into a combat routine. The enemy’s staff kept sneaking through to strike him. It slapped his shoulder, knee, and thigh. There was nothing he could do to prevent it. He was too slow, and all he could do was protect his vitals. Shield his face, wrist, elbows, and knees. 
Defend buying time. He only needed his opponent to make one mistake–a single over-extension for him to exploit. 
Eric knew he had fallen into a routine. His attacks were predictable, and the person he was fighting was skilled enough to notice.
Feint, overbalance. That left a small opening. 
The kid ruthlessly moved to exploit it. 
Eric let Cower slip out, timing it for when the kid was at the apex of his swing. The boy shivered and paused momentarily. That slight pause gave Eric the time he needed to step to the side, and he swung with everything he had. It wasn’t sporting, but he targeted the crown jewels. 
He doubled over.
“Sorry,” Eric apologized, but then realized that there had been no surrender.
His opponent was bravely pushing through the discomfort that would have floored most men. He might have possessed the will to power through it, but it still slowed him. 
Thud.
Eric’s padded quarterstaff struck the kid’s shoulder, and that was the straw that broke him. The body tumbled backward, and the weapon dropped. He kicked the quarterstaff away and spun to face the next person. The kid’s clothes had changed color to be the white of surrender. 
Eric deliberately delayed a moment to get a good view of the entire battlefield. There were over ten people still standing, and he had no chance against any of them. If Eric fought any of them one on one, they would destroy him. They were moving too fast and hitting with such power, he wouldn’t be able to block more than twice before he was taken out. The question was whether he could steal some additional kills. There was a group of three. A pair who were a couple from what he had observed earlier were ganging up on a young woman who, despite the overwhelming pressure, was single-handedly holding them off.
She was good.
He sprinted at them. 
He then leaped, using his staff like a lance. The blow landed clear on her back with his weight behind it. She was augmented, and the strike that he put all of his effort into only made her stumble slightly. She took a single staggered step forward and he used his weapon as a prop to push off the ground to stop his momentum from ending in a tumble. The couple took advantage and pounded her into the floor. He retreated quickly, spinning to see who else he could engage. The arena walls were shrinking, reducing the amount of space he had available. 
A staff smacked into his guts, blowing the wind out of him. He attempted to get his weapon up to protect his head as he spun to find the threat. The secondary strike to his shoulder hit him as hard as he imagined a car would. 
He was flipped over, and he landed flat on his back. 
There were no more blows and his suit tingled, informing Eric that its outside had gone white.
Someone had blindsided him. Yes, he had been relying only on mundane senses instead of supplementing them with Soul Scouting, but that was almost unforgivable.
“Good fight.” Eric turned to look at who had addressed him. It was the kid.
“I got pounded,” Eric said ruefully. “Blind-sided.”
“How did you do it?”
“What?” Eric asked, pretending to be confused.
“Distract me.”
Eric patted the boy on the shoulders. “Can you feel that?” 
The boy thought about it. “Visually, it was a normal shoulder pat, but it felt like you were thumping me with each blow. The taps seem weighty.”
“They were a perfectly normal pat. But I’ve got an Awakened soul, and that’s what you felt. I’ve been cultivating and I’m still super low level, but I think I got you with my Cower skill. It’s supposed to.” Eric paused dramatically like he was searching for the right words. “It’s supposed to make you think that a massive tiger is standing over you and is about to eat for you for dinner.”
“Yours was more like a cute kitten,” the kid said with a laugh. “Still surprised me, and you took advantage.”
“You’re not going to accuse me of cheating.”
“Nah, man, I’ve been doing this for five years and am classed 2+ on agility. I should have eaten you for dinner. You’re wicked skilled. Little kitten cheats aside.”
They both laughed. 
For the rest of the session, Eric was paired against the kid and was taught a lesson in how a cute pet was no answer to someone with twice your speed.
“My name’s Justin,” the kid said, holding out his hand.
“I’m Max. I have a good feeling we’ll be meeting in the future,” Eric declared while he shook the kid’s hand. Justin was currently un-Awakened and seemed less than impressive.
“I’d like that. I’ll take you down harder next time.” Justin winked.
Then again, maybe the required spark and backbone was there. Meditative Perfect Recall didn’t make mistakes.
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ERIC LEFT and returned to their apartment. He felt like it had been two hours well spent. It had distracted him from worrying about the operations being carried out in his name. Despite his years, he couldn’t help but worry.
Especially since they were all so young. 
He knew there would be nothing for him to review yet from his direct intelligence information highways. Because of his security procedures, it was almost snail level slow on occasion.
However, it was possible to monitor some of his activities, providing he didn’t need to rely on his own network. The physical attacks, or at least the ones occurring in space, would create light. There were millions of cameras covering every inch of HC#001, and if you stitched them together, it was equivalent to creating a kilometers wide optical telescope. With that, you had the resolution to see a man space walking on a station in Jupiter’s orbit.
It was exactly what he needed.
Creating the virtual telescope was safe as well. It was a simple matter to hide himself as the ultimate user of the information. Eric’s program hacked a small percentage of the cameras until he had sufficient numbers for his purposes. Then he grabbed a commercial program optimized to search for orbital objects in the Oort cloud. It was a common program that lots of treasure hunters used and therefore it possessed the most important quality. It was anonymous.
This get-rich scheme required two bits of luck to hit your fortune. The first was finding an unidentified object, and then when you explored it, that it contained a resource worth exploiting. The entire process was barely economical, but something about it attracted a certain breed of space miners. Eric, because of his unique circumstances, made a slight alteration to the usual process. Rather than relying exclusively on the software, he only used it to create high-definition images, all of which were sent to him for analysis. Unusual but not unknown, everyone wanted an edge, and this was one mechanism that was used by people who thought their own custom image analysis could outperform the commercial solutions. Eric gathered those images because while he was exploring a relatively small angle of the sky, Jupiter was caught at the very edge of it.
High-quality still images were delivered, and his hidden secondary program knew exactly where to look. 
A video compiled from these still images with a refresh rate of once every two seconds formed. It was a station of a hundred thousand people. Tiny and insignificant, nothing happened. Then a pimple appeared on a metallic surface, and then the next still showed venting material, with the orange color of internal flames apparent. The pictures got cross-checked with his intelligence, and a green tick was inserted into his activity monitoring list. That explosion had been right over the section of the habitat exclusively controlled by the Kettles. 
Seventy seconds later, a similar video appeared. This time, it was tracking a nondescript asteroid. First, the video changed as something affected the lower quartile of the asteroid. A single spot with a cloud of dust was expelled into space, which was difficult to parse if you only had access to the images, but Eric knew it was consistent with high-velocity iron slugs impacting the surface. The number of sites grew regularly. After forty seconds, no less than five pits had been carved out, the smallest of which being over twenty meters deep.
Then it shattered.
One hole frothed like it had been filled with dust, and gigantic cracks radiated out from it. The sort you might see when you smacked an egg with a hammer. The damage continued. In the next image, the original hole, the epicenter, was clearly venting items into space, and all five impacted sites were linked as the asteroid itself looked like it was breaking apart. Sections that had been aligned were no longer together as a new cliff was formed that was fifty meters high, which wasn’t very significant given its diameter of over four kilometers, but how rapidly that feature had emerged spoke to the violence being unleashed.
More images kept flowing. The plumes of gas out of the station were coming from all five of the holes that had been dug and the asteroid itself was splitting apart, expanding in multiple directions. Chunks of rock rotated, and there was a glimpse of metal veins which Eric knew were corridors. Floating between the separating rocks were specks that could well have been bodies. The pieces flew further apart and the inner section was hollow. The hidden spaceport of the Kettles had been cracked open.
Eric touched a button, and the image switched to a view of a larger station. This one was huge and had a massive dock dedicated to servicing spaceships. There must have been four hundred in total. His AI immediately highlighted four of them. Three grouped together and the other ones far away. There was nothing unique between these ships and all the surrounding ones. The leftmost vessel was an almost perfect sphere, while the next was closer to a cigar, and size wise, they were all in the lowest quartile of the other vessels docked at the station.
The cigar suddenly moved. In the still, he could even see the engine plume because it was speeding up so quickly. A few frames later, the other three ships crumpled, and then exploded. A section of station behind where the cigar ship had been was struck with projectiles, but the station’s hull wasn’t breached. Forty seconds later, between one frame and the next, the cigar ship disappeared.
Three out of four destroyed was better than he had modeled.
All the images were from an hour ago, but they confirmed that the simple stuff had gone perfectly. Nearly anyone, if they put their mind to it, could blow stationary objects up, especially if they could Soul Jump to wherever they wanted. Unfortunately, the operations that he really cared about would take longer to resolve. The fights that couldn’t be done remotely because of the civilian casualties or difficulty of access. Those he would have to wait to find out about.
Financials, Eric thought. They should be available now.
Because the seeker would almost certainly follow the financial trails, Eric could not log into accounts to check. Instead, his program piggybacked the status update on one of the popular news feeds. His Soul Scouting watched the broadcasted channels in the waiting room. Given that five percent of humanity viewed the SolScape Business Channel, there was no way the seeker could track him via it. 
Information trickled in, and on the list of actions, more ticks appeared. The limited financial attack had gone off without a hitch. The only accounts spared were their operating ones. The stolen credits were directed through multiple banks, including two different privacy-guaranteed options, and eventually paid into charities, both the more traditional type and the reborn church. 
Eric wished he could see the Kettles’ leaders’ faces when they realized that ninety percent of their savings had vanished in an instant. This theft wasn’t a small amount. After all, the organization had half a million people that they employed in their various legitimate and illegitimate operations, so the scale they were operating on was huge.
Eric smiled at those tick marks. While he was worried about the direct fighters, the loss to the Kettles that those ticks represented was significant.
The gang bosses would look for heads to roll.
Good. 
He understood the finances of these gangs. With the operational accounts still active and their primary businesses continued mostly unaffected, they would recover. Losing Ecstatic Void distribution would substantially reduce cash flow for them, but not enough to do lasting harm.
They remained a functional entity purely because of his quest to kill the seeker. It would have been so easy to have disintegrated the organization with this first punch instead of just staggering them. Even draining the operational accounts of all the cash might have been enough to destroy them. Instead, he had shown restraint and kept them on life support.
It’ll work,
he assured himself. This will spur the seeker to find you.
What to do?
Eric had a silly idea.
He jumped up and conjured fire armor around him. While it looked impressive, it was little more than an illusion. If someone were to leave their hand within the armor, it would warm immediately but never burn. For now, that level of power was the best that he could manage. Soul claws flashed into existence, and his armor rippled, flowing from spot to spot. There was a sharp tug of pain as the overextension pulled at his reserves. 
He created a mirror, and he laughed. He looked fearsome. With a blink, he ordered his AI to overlay his senses with martial-based opponents, and then stepped into the game and would have been shadow boxing to any outside observers. Within his perceptions, he was in a desperate battle for survival. He ran up a wall and flipped then somersaulted over slashing blades. Intensely hot flame snapped into existence right on the head of shadowy figures. Graphics had those models blowing up and disappearing. Then he threw himself onto the couch with all soul expressions going silent as he exited the program.
“Voidest. I should never have let her go.” 
Eric hit the couch next to him. No one answered him. The apartment was empty. “Set the alarm for four hours.”
He had checked the finances and the larger space battles. There was nothing else he could do but wait for the reports to trickle in. 
He lay perfectly still and started cultivating. He might not possess one of the ridiculously powerful cultivation traits, but Temporal Bubble was already as good as a trait that cost twelve hundred soul boon points. Given that it would probably improve further during the Evolved advancement, Eric hoped that Temporal Bubble and Epic Absorption would be sufficient to keep up with Fiona.
Beep, beep.
Eric was up and instantly checked his screen. The seven lines that he cared about still had question marks. A wall of ticks, and then a question mark on the one special line that mattered.
Hers.
And the others, that small voice said. Zhong, Delia and Samesh were important for the future too. 
“One hour.”
Beep, beep.
More frustration.
“Thirty minutes.”
Beep.
“Twenty minutes. Who cares if Delia was successful?”
“Fifteen minutes.”
“Fifteen more.”
Eric froze, staring at the change.
It wasn’t a cross.
It was a yellow question mark. 
Shit. Eric thought that wasn’t something he could ignore.
Without hesitation, hacking threads went out, and he drilled into the detail. 
Mission Success.

Injured.

Damage patches successfully applied.

Blood splatter, likely.

Scene not sterilized.

There was no time, and it was too dangerous to query directly to get extra information. Eric didn’t care about the injuries—after all, anything could be healed—but blood splatter was a different matter. That was a clue they hadn’t intended to leave. 
Waves of data flashed past him on the screen. Strobe-like flashes that listed all the known DNA databases.
Databases to track hereditary paternity were shown. 
Medical studies on genetic drift by environments.
Then that led to a host of additional studies. Typical blood markers by stations. Correlations across a range of chemicals that allowed analysis of a drop of blood to determine the apparent gravity people had been exposed to during their lives.
Luckily, that was only accurate to around one eighth of a G. Under this method, all the near-Earth gravity stations would be put into the same bucket. If they could tell the difference between nine point eight and nine point nine lifetime gravity, that would have reduced the number of stations dramatically.
Next, there was research on population size and immunity markers.
Protein combinations specific to different stations. 
Eric already had Zhong’s blood details like he did for all of them. He ran the sample through tens of filters to locate his likely station of origination.
Luckily, there was no dramatic winnowing of the number of stations. Gravity markers and immunity ones ruled out everything apart from near Earth gravity station. Further immunity considerations knocked out ten percent of those and the variety of other indicators reduced possible stations by another twenty percent.
“Population?” he asked.
His processor whirled.
Two point six billion.
Eric sighed in relief. That was too many options for even a seeker to process.
But… It had only been a few minutes’ work. It confirmed that tracking Zhong would not be easy, but if a seeker really dedicated itself to the task, what would happen then?
Eric shut his eyes and was assaulted with a kaleidoscope of colors as Meditative Perfect Recall kicked into action.
“How’s the seeker going to exploit this?”










CHAPTER 38





WHEN HE OPENED his eyes on his concrete pillar, the sea was frothing. Then the information dump he had been absorbing minutes before was cross-checked with a lifetime of experience and the organized tables of data forced onto him by the commanders of the armada. 
“What methods will the seeker use to find us?”
The six most likely paths of investigation appeared immediately. It was very similar to what he had expected, which made sense, as ultimately, the AI could only draw on the knowledge that he knew. 
The simple tests would not work. The AI confirmed his own rough calculations. That meant that the seeker would need to resort to more accurate approaches, which required either a massive hack like the one he had launched against the outer systems or physical presence on defended stations.
If it did any of that, there would be an opportunity for them to find the creature and counter it. It wasn’t all good news. The AI’s calculations showed that there were a couple of large databases that would become problematic if the seeker got access. If it got them, then it would uncover Zhong’s identity shortly after. They would allow it to reduce potential matches of over two billion to a hundred thousand. At those numbers, it was very much like finding a needle in the haystack and it didn’t matter which species the seeker came from if it was here on Earth. Then it would be good. It would have the capacity to sort that haystack one piece of straw at a time. The simple conclusion was that once the seeker mobilized once it started looking, then shortly after, Zhong’s identity would be uncovered.
“Shit, Zhong! Why?”
He hadn’t realized that a blood drop opened up so many avenues of attack.
“Zhong, why didn’t you torch the place?”
It was a rhetorical question. If Zhong could have torched it, then he would have.
Eric wanted to punch the wall, but as per that stupid old Earth saying, there was no point crying over spilled milk or something ridiculous like that. It didn’t make sense now if you spilt milk. The robot would clean it up and recycle it. Sure pre-space, they might not have possessed that technology, but crying over milk. Earth pre-space had over a billion cows; that meant there was enough milk for everyone, even if a large amount got spilt. 
Eric shook his head ruefully. Yes, he was in Meditative Perfect Recall and time was slowed, but that didn’t mean he had time for flights of fantasy. Eric studied the list once more, and then opened his eyes back to the real world. 
There was no waiting. He could not afford to let the seeker get the jump on them. Instructions went out. While he wasn’t personally at risk in the stakes of which spy would find the other first, Zhong certainly was. 
His processor AI filled in most of the details for him, and then he sent the package out. There was sufficient commerce from this station that often his orders were being followed within minutes. Remote monitoring of the databases was established then tracers inserted into them as an extra layer of security. For those with crappier security, Eric didn’t even bother with remote monitoring. If Eric’s programs identified systems as vulnerable to remote hacking with multiple vectors, then he was confident the seeker would find one of those vulnerabilities. The tracers only had a slight chance of being successful, but if you threw lots of lines out, you were more likely to get a bite.
Job done. Eric sank back into the couch and switched back to the list of attacks. 
There were two question marks left. Samesh wasn’t expected to make contact for a few hours. Fiona was different.
“Ten minutes,” he said with a sigh. 
The beeping brought him out of his embarrassing, ineffective cultivation, but the line remained empty. If more than Zhong had gone wrong, he would be apocalyptic. Every single mid-level boss and above in the organization would be slaughtered. 
Eric poured a whisky. 
It burnt going down.
“Ten more minutes.”
Beep, beep.
He jumped out of the seat. 
There was a green tick! 
Relief flooded through him. 
Thank god. 
He felt like jumping up on down on the couch.
Then he froze and poured out the triple shot of whisky he had just bought. “How did it come to this?”
He looked around their apartment. He felt happy. Isabella would have been so proud, but why did he feel so empty? He was the reborn. He had responsibilities, and instead, he was pining over the survival of one person. 
On a fundamental level, it felt like he was betraying all those people who had been massacred in his first life. 
He placed the glass down on the coffee table Fiona had bought. He saw her crystal artwork that covered a wall and smiled. Then his mind remembered a burning world, then another, then dozens.
Guidance stirred, not that bored fragment of attention, which it did when awarding soul boon points. No, not that. It was looking at him, assessing him, finding him wanting, and preparing to throw him back into the past to learn a lesson and stop him from making a mistake. For the first time, Eric didn’t shrink backward. He was failing his duty, and he welcomed the scrutiny. He welcomed the coming uncomfortable examination.
He felt secure, comfortable he was at home; he could endure anything. Home? What?
Guidance was rising to show that he had slipped off the path. That he was indulging and risking no longer being worthy. It loomed over him. He could feel it getting ready to grab him. 
Do it. Send me to hell. Do your worst.
Guidance moved toward him. 
Terror flooded through him, banishing the moment of bravo. He tried to move away, to dodge, but it was so large that he could never escape it. Its hand snatched him up and threw him. 
Eric’s teeth ached, and he recognized that he was back in the past, and he knew how Guidance liked to teach. It didn’t subscribe to the principle that a gentle approach fostered a beneficial learning environment. 
Guidance was more of the Fake Fat Phil persuasion. A brutal lesson got the point across, preferably with tears involved for extra impact.
He was lying on his back, running through cultivation exercises. They were terribly clumsy and unsophisticated, but past him was doing his best. Eric wanted to check his status, but of course that was beyond him. 
He was a passenger. 
Nevertheless, there were clues. The fact he was actively cultivating meant that the time was after HC#199 and the terrible technique meant it was before he joined the military. 
“Hey.” The owner of the voice poked her head into his vision. She was smiling with bright pink lipstick, indicating that she was about to leave.
There was a rush of emotions. Love, happiness. “Do you have to go?”
“Unfortunately.” Her nose wrinkled. “My boss likes everyone to be in the office to get a better exchange of ideas.”
Future Eric felt a blast of anger at the mention of the boss. 
When was this? 
There were no obvious clues around him. Eric, on the rug, felt none of that emotional turmoil. Instead, he grabbed Myra’s hand. “Love you.” 
She leaned over and avoided his lips and kissed his cheek.
“Hey!” he protested good-naturedly.
“Just marking you, bubs. Toodaloo.” She waved and left the room. 
Eric sat up and a screen showed his face. Sure enough, there was a pink lipstick mark on him. He rubbed it and, of course, it stayed on. A tiny bit of soap and it would be gone, but it would not come off accidentally through everyday wear and tear. Sometimes he got rid of it, but often he didn’t bother.
“What do you want to do today?” past him asked himself. 
He was on general income, and Myra would be away for at least eight hours. “Games or cultivation.”
Eric glanced at the screen which displayed the poster for Feds Heroes, a military advertisement. The prerequisites of level ten soul cultivation. He was so close.
The probably unrealistic images of the soldiers doing their thing flashed on the screen. Lots of action against space pirates, then eliminating dangerous natives. That scene was planet side in an environment filled with giant trees, a daring sabotage run against the Ruffoca Empire, an isolated independent kingdom that was rumored to have slavery, through aptitude-based enslavement rather than genetic line, which made it a little better than some of the historical kingdoms.
Hope fluttered in past Eric’s heart. He was close, and he wanted to get there. “Cultivation it is.”
Eric lay down once more on the rug and focused on his technique. Expand then squeeze was the method that he had chosen. It was easy to visualize and was supposed to be good for everyone. He was going to hit level ten soon, and he could enlist. 
The entire room flashed, showing that there was an incoming call. Eric sat up and the screen appeared. It was Myra. “You’re still marked. So cute.” 
“I didn’t go out. Instead, I’ve been training.”
“Did you break through?”
“It doesn’t work like that. There are usually years between progressions.”
“It’s been ages, hasn’t it?”
“I broke through to nine just eight months ago.”
“Of course, time flies. Anyway, just ringing to say that I am going to have to work late. There’s lots to do.” She sounded extremely apologetic and worried. “Don’t bother waiting up.”
The screen went dead. Eric selected food. He was thrilled that Myra was enjoying her job so much. 
You idiot, Future Eric screamed at his past self. That phone call had dated the period of the relationship perfectly. You poor fool.
The memories disintegrated, and he found himself back in his new home. Guidance showing that moment was pretty direct. He was over Myra, but the duplicity had hurt him the most, and re-experiencing his trusting naivety once more, and that future betrayal stung. 
Was Guidance telling him that the relationship with Fiona was doomed and that he needed to protect himself? Maybe it was the sadness of the moment, but his eyes started watering. She had a green tick against her name. 
He had been happy. Why ruin this? But he knew the answer. It wasn’t about him; he had to be ‘worthy.’
Eric’s heart caught in his throat.
Guidance was still there. It hadn’t disappeared like it usually did.
It was still watching, assessing him, the most terrifying of all stalkers. He was an ant about to get squashed.
No! he screamed internally. 
Of course, it ignored him and instead decided. It reached out and grabbed him as his arms uselessly tried to fend off the grasp. His soul was seized in its icy grip and it threw him back in time.
Eric snapped awake and rolled out of bed. His head was throbbed from all the drinking the previous night. There was an incoming call.
“What?” he growled.
“Is that the right way to greet your bestest friend?” Isabella was beaming at him in the video. There was no red light, so his vision was thankfully not being sent back to her. That was probably for the best.
“You’re not my bestest friend,” Eric instinctively snapped back. He wanted to be sleeping. “What do you want?”
“You know why I’m calling.” 
On the screen, options flashed up. Eric smiled grimly as he selected a clean room, freshly shaved look. 
The filter clicked on. 
Eric smiled and was immensely pleased with the outgoing image of him. He looked rested and energetic, which differed from what anyone in the room would have experienced.
“Then the answer is no.”
“How?”
“I haven’t hit ten yet.” 
Isabella studied him curiously like she was trying to untangle a mistreated ball of wool. “I don’t understand.”
“Not everyone cultivates at the same pace. Apparently, I’m not talented.”
“I don’t buy it. You progression from seven to eight was quick, and then to nine only took eleven months.”
“I was lucky.”
“Now you’ve been stuck at nine for almost three years.”
“They’re cliffs.”
“Not at level ten,” Isabella interrupted. “And turn off your filter.”
“I’m not using one,” Eric answered confidently back.
“Do you think I’m a moonie? No one looks that good at seven in the morning.”
“I get up at five to do some exercise.”
“Cut the bullshit and turn off the filter.”
“I don’t want to.” 
Her face softened. “Myra was a bitch.”
“This is not about her. She’s ancient history.”
“Are you sure? Turn off the filter.”
Eric hesitated and then complied. He and Isabella didn’t have the type of relationship where something as superficial as his appearance would change anything.
On the screen, he could see her examining him critically. “You look like shit.”
“Yeah, I know, but you asked, and anyway, if we have a heart-to-heart, filters will get in the way. You turning off yours?”
Isabella looked confused. “I’m not using any.”
“Really?”
“Well, yeah, I always look this good. Plus, it’s three in the afternoon, according to my sleep schedule. So what’s up?”
Eric stood up and went got a drink of water. He was naked, but the filter did edit that bit for him, covering him in a basic one suit. “Myra hurt for like six months. It wasn’t even about her. It was more shock about how someone could lie that boldly to my face, and have me not notice.” He drank his water, and then shrugged. “I’ve been over it for the last two years.”
“Then why aren’t you level ten? We agreed we would train and join the army together.”
Eric shrugged again. “Life, I guess. I’m not getting time to cultivate.”
“What are you doing instead?”
“I’m playing ‘Reborn Tom.’”
“That’s a stupid game.”
“It’s fun.”
“It’s ridiculous,” Isabella snapped back.
“It’s not a serious game; it’s light-hearted and fun to play, and then I usually catch up with gaming buddies after. I just don’t get the time to cultivate.”
“Stop doing that. Stop the make-believe. Start doing real stuff.”
“I like my life.”
“Do you really?”
The memory fell away, and Eric was back in the present and more than a little confused, but his teeth hurt as they always did. He pushed his finger against them to see if they would wobble. 
They did not. 
What was the point of that memory? Highlighting the dangers of gaming? Isabella? Eric was honestly stumped.
The Myra breakup had been painful but not that bad. He had been cheated on, but so what? He must have had over fifty girlfriends, and those breakups had been across the spectrum. Departing as friends, him cutting her off to her anguish or the other way where the girl had hurt him. Myra hadn’t been exceptional. She hadn’t even been in his top three worst breakups. 
Why had Guidance shown him those sequences of memories?
They had broken up, and then he had a fun four years until he completed that nine to ten level up. What was the point of those visions? Why were there two? What did Guidance want him to learn?
A relationship that failed. And then an episode from the period between relationships where he was having fun. 
This was related to his relationship with Fiona. The first was clearly warning him away. Telling him not to get too involved with her, which was a sort of surprising given that Guidance had originally made it clear that there was no reason he shouldn’t. Maybe the Fiona connection had been needed for HC#002 and now her continued presence had gotten in the way.
Then it had shown that Isabella conversation. A random, unimportant moment in his life. Why?
His stomach suddenly sank as something occurred to him. 
What did Guidance care about? 
It definitely wasn’t his happiness; it only desired for him to ‘be worthy.’ To help him cultivate and grow stronger was the boon’s purpose.
And it had shown those memories. 
If it was just to make him break up, there were at least two different relationships which would have communicated that explicitly, and reliving those would have probably resulted in him taking up a celibate lifestyle for a couple of years.
Therefore, he had to conclude that wasn’t what it had been driving at.
‘Be worthy.’
The echo of those words in his mind made him shiver.
If it wasn’t about the break-up, then.
Eric froze. 
If Guidance only cared about him getting stronger, then those two memories needed to be interpreted differently. 
“Guidance,
you’re not telling me to get rid of her. Are you?” Eric asked. He knew what the answer was, and it wasn’t what he had been so certain of after the first memory.
Eric’s heart started beating faster as he realized what he had just done.
He had asked it a question.
An ant had disturbed it.
What had he been thinking?
Guidance stirred, and it turned and looked at him. 
Eric was frozen by the look. 
It wasn’t angry, it didn’t condemn him. ‘Be
worthy’; those words seemed to echo between them. It studied him, and he got the impression that the memories had been carefully chosen. Curated to precisely convey a point. 
Guidance reached out. His stomach started to flip in anticipation of the irrational terror, but wonders of all wonders, there was no fear. It picked him up and slotted him into a memory. He floated down like a leaf in the wind.
“Choose.” The voice made them all shudder, and now had a hint of impatience. They were in front of it, and it was demanding and there was a growing edge of annoyance.
Eric’s older self recognized the memory instantly. It was seared permanently into his very soul. This was back when they had found Taavaewa, and it had asked them to choose who was to be the reborn.
“Isabella,” Eric’s younger self responded instantly.
“Isse?” Harauto murmured, but it wasn’t nominating her but asking her opinion.
“I’m not returning without you,” she responded.
“Same,” Harauto agreed.
“Eric,” Isabelle’s voice was urgent. “You know we, I,” she corrected herself, “loved you.”
He nodded. For a short while, they had been intimate, but for hundreds of years since they had been as family.
“You are going to have the weight of humanity upon you,” she continued urgently, and Eric realized they, Isabella and Harauto, had made the choice. Two versus one, and he had been outvoted. “In your new life, please, for me, find someone to love you as much as you deserve.”
The memory fell away like spring rain. Guidance was still looking at him, and then it faded to nothing. Eric touched his teeth. They were not aching. 
The message was obvious.
“I’m home.”
His heart jumped. Fiona! He ran and scooped her up in joy.
“Hey,” she protested. “I know I’m wonderful, but?”
He kissed her.
“What’s gotten into you?”
“I…” He stumbled for words. I had an entity bless the relationship? Those words didn’t feel right. He tried to get his sluggish mind to function. “I was worried about you. And I realized that if you’re not here, this place is no longer home.”
“That might be the most wonderful thing anyone has ever said to me.”
Fiona’s eyes went to the screen. He tried to shut it down, but it was late. “Zhong?”
“Will be fine. It’s taken care of.” He looked into her eyes. 
Guidance’s
point had been pretty clear. He had always progressed his soul faster when he was in a stable relationship. It had interfered not to end the relationship, but to stop him from rejecting Fiona out of a misplaced sense of obligation. 
“Now I want to spoil you and show you how much I missed you.”










CHAPTER 39





ERIC STOOD in the kitchen flipping through different recipes when Fiona came in from the bedroom.
“Have you chosen anything?”
“Not yet,” he admitted. “Anything you want?”
“Something big. I’m starving.” 
“Me too,” Eric answered with a smile. “It’s weird how we’re both hungry.”
“English breakfast? It’s big and quick.”
“Boring,” Eric observed. “But you’re right. It’s fast to make unless you’re planning on making your own bread.”
“Like you did that other time. Two hours.” She held up her two fingers aggressively. “I was already ravenous before it started.”
“But it was wonderful bread.”
“I’m never agreeing to that again.”
Eric laughed. “Today, we’ll order in bread. But cook the rest?”
She nodded. “I assume you’ve monitored everything that happened overnight,” she said, glancing toward the screen that showed the operation’s objectives.
Samesh’s line was still a question mark, but it hadn’t gone red yet. Eric was only mildly concerned.
He saw Fiona hesitate slightly when she read it. The image flickered and drilled down into the additional detail of the actual mission parameters. Eric already knew what it would show. As time passed, the percentages were moving against Samesh, but there was still a forty percent chance he was fine and just slow in getting back to them after all the sabotage had been a success. Fiona read the same thing he had checked earlier. The screen collapsed, and she frowned. 
Eric patted her in a consoling manner on the shoulder. “Yep, I’ve been monitoring. That and Zhong are the only concerns. Unsurprisingly, they’ve moved some assets to new locations. Their businesses, apart from Ecstatic Void distribution, are functioning normally. As a criminal gang, they’re still solvent.”
“Angry?” 
“Presumably, it’s not like I’ve got a feed into Dougie boy’s office.”
“Did you just call the most vicious gang leader in the entire system Dougie boy?”
Eric grinned at her. “My status as the reborn trumps any claim to fame Dougie boy has.”
“What’s this?” Fiona pointed toward one of the three major accounts they had deliberately not stolen the money from. “Two million credits going out.”
“Has to be a payment for a specialist.”
“The seeker?” she asked. 
Eric shrugged. “I expect it was already paid for. This is most likely something else.”
“Maybe an information exchange,” Fiona mused.
“I don’t think so. Dougie’s not stupid. If their seeker has been stymied for three months, they know an intelligence broker won’t crack the case.”
“Then what? You know,” she accused.
Eric mentally touched a couple of buttons. An image of a sleek station appeared. It was all smooth lines and shaped like a functioning planet dropship. 
“Is this supposed to mean anything to me?”
“You haven’t done a reverse image search?” Eric asked in surprise.
“No.” Fiona sounded disgruntled. “With your stupid security protocols, they take too long.”
“These guys are the front office for the only true full-service smuggling network. The official business is logistics and mercenaries that can be hired for legitimate endeavors and the grayer variety.”
“And you think they’ve been hired?” 
“How? Why?”
An image of a man appeared. “That’s Zang Wang. He’s their number one end-to-end fixer. Ten minutes after that money left, he jumped to the outer system.”
“That’s great. He must be en route to meet the seeker. Are you tracking him?” 
“I thought about it, but decided it was too risky. These guys are not amateurs.”
Fiona nodded in agreement. “So, this means?”
“The seeker is taking our bait.” 
Fiona smiled blood-thirstily. “I’m looking forward to meeting it.”
The room dinged as some new information came through. Eric studied it with interest. “The game’s definitely started.”
“It’s following the DNA trail first.”
Eric looked at Fiona strangely. “How the hell did you deduce that from a tracer going off in a station population statistics?”
Fiona arched an eyebrow. “A girl needs her secrets.” Seeing Eric’s continual confusion, she put her hands on her hips. “If you can’t work that out, I’m breaking up with you. I don’t want to date some dumbass.”
Eric waved the protest off, and then studied her. Her eyes challenged him. Eric grinned at her. “You’re bluffing.” Fiona glanced away guiltily. “You’re all bluster, aren’t you?”
“I’m still not sure you’ve worked it out.”
“I’ll show you.” He leaped at her and tried to drag her down to tickle.
She let him push her around and they ended up falling over the couch and Eric successfully pinned her arms, but whenever he attempted to exploit the advantage to carry through with the tickle threat, she would buck her hips or push back, and he never got close.
They were both laughing the whole time and after three minutes of futile attacks, Eric sagged away, puffing. “I give up.” 
“You haven’t worked it out, have you?”
“What? Of course I did. It’s obvious.” He stopped talking.
“And?” she challenged him.
“You really don’t think I worked it out?”
“Umm, I think you should have?”
“But you’re still worried I’m moronic.”
“I wouldn’t say that, just below average intelligence.” Her eyes were gleaming.
“You’re baiting me to get me to tickle you again.”
“Maybe,” she almost purred before cuddling in. They kissed. Fiona pulled back. “Well?”
Eric threw his arms up in mock exasperation. “You read the scientific study correlation immunity markers to population size.”
“What?”
It was Eric’s turn to laugh. “Not so smart now. No, it was simple deductive reasoning. That database sure as hell would not help with tracking jumps, so if it wasn’t that, it had to be about the blood.”
Fiona looked annoyed at the answer. “You knew all the time?” Her voice was dangerous.
“No, it took a second or two to work it out. When I did, I was really impressed with how fast your mind connected the dots.”
“So, five hundred years of experience and that’s the best compliment I get?”
“I… umm.” 
Her laughter stopped him before he dug a hole. “Back to work, I guess.”
“We don’t have to go straight away,” Eric suggested. 
He could see the indecision in her eyes. Then she shook her head. “Breakfast. I’m hungry.”










CHAPTER 40





THEY WERE both on the couch, cultivating. Fiona rested on his shoulder, and Eric held himself completely still to get the benefit of his bonus to cultivate.
The chime that went off made both of them leap to their feet. 
Priority one! 
They both stared in disbelief as the orange question mark next to Samesh changed to a skull.
“Voidest,” Fiona whispered in shock.
“Personal security,” Eric snapped. 
The screen was covered with green ticks. His heart was thumping, but he wasn’t personally at risk. 
Fiona sent it back to the summary and clicked on the skull icon. The image switched and the details of Samesh’s infiltration attempt flashed up.
“I didn’t know what the others were assigned to, but wasn’t this too risky?”
Eric shook his head sadly. “Samesh insisted. I wanted him to sit it out.”
“Why?”
“I think he wanted to feel useful and that he was an important part of the team.”
“No, why did you want him to sit out?”
“I wasn’t convinced that the attack on this facility was necessary. Zhong and Samesh disagreed. I got outvoted.”
“Those two can’t outvote you.”
“If I delegate operational command, then I can’t micromanage decisions like which missions are assigned to which person.”
They both re-read the details.
Mission Summary

Infiltrate the Flower Kettles’ secret research and destroy it.

Purpose

It is believed that the research facility can be repurposed quickly to be an alternative source of Ecstatic Void production replacing up to 60% of lost production. Accuracy of this intelligence 82%.

Operational Details.

Single infiltrator into the research base on Callisto using one of the emergency ventilation access shaft. 

Place a one-kilogram anti-matter bomb in one of the three vulnerability spots marked with an X.

Standard security of twenty grams of live anti-matter sustained by Soul Armor cage within the infiltrator.

“Live anti-matter?”
“It’s typical for missions in the future,” Eric admitted. “For deep infiltrations where you can’t afford the assailant’s identity to be linked back to your organization. Ultimate deniability.”
“How does that work?” Fiona shook her head.
“It’s a technique anyone can use if your skill level is high enough, or otherwise, you can use this…”
Augment Armor Shaping – Common.

Create a matter and electromagnetic tight Soul Armor container to transport material. This augment can create a storage size from 1 mL to 100 ml.

Requires – 15 Soul Armor

Soul Space – 1 

Soul Space can be recovered by destroying the augment. 

“They’re already widely available in Sol and are used to smuggle a variety of high-value objects.”
“Like anti-matter?”
Eric shook his head. “Not that I know of. The cages are excellent at transporting illegal augments, explosives drugs, poisons, data sticks, and basically any high value objects that need to evade security systems.”
“Not dead man switches.”
“Don’t know.” He shrugged. “Other humans might have thought about it. It’s not like it’s a revolutionary or transcendent idea. Everyone knows Soul Armor fails when you die and also how anti-matter work.”
“This is why you weren’t troubled about the lack of contact from Samesh.”
“I was worried,” Eric told her. “It was taking him too long to get in contact. But I wasn’t concerned about him being captured. I knew he had the anti-matter, as I wrote the operational procedures.”
“I didn’t…”
“No, you didn’t,” he agreed. “It’s only for when you need to physically and covertly pierce a location’s security.”
Mission Results

Time + 2 hours. Confirmed nuclear explosion at site.

Time + 8 hours. Confirmed complete destruction of the research base.

Time + 22 hours. Explosion confirmed to have been caused by 1.02 kilograms of anti-matter plus decompression of base and combustion of volatile chemical explosions aligned to storage estimate. 

Time + 22 hours – operator declared dead. 

 ”Voidest.” Fiona sighed heavily. Eric put an arm lightly around her to comfort her. “He was going to be a hero and fight against humanity’s enemies.”
“He was a friend. And a good man, with the wit to make anyone smile.”
“Yes.” Her voice was breaking. “I need to distract myself.” 
“With what?” Eric asked gently.
“Cultivate,” she declared. 
Eric sat next to her and launched into her own exercises. A short time later, he could feel Fiona sobbing, and he came briefly out of his focused to state to encompass her in a hug.
“He’s dead!”
“I know,” Eric told her. 
“I’m going to make that seeker pay.”
“Yes, we are,” Eric told her grimly.
They lapsed into silence, and Eric watched the time.
“Fiona.” 
Fiona was instantly alert. Her eyes were bloodshot, but she seemed to have come to some level of acceptance of what was happening. “News? Have we got something on the seeker?”
“No. That’s a matter of time. I have an errand I need to run.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, it’s an ally. I was cultivating when I was Eric Peters.”
“And? You’re no longer Eric Peters.”
“I think this last entity that visits Sol is the best chance to recruit him.” 
Fiona pouted. “I thought we were going to do that together.”
Eric considered offering her the chance to come, and then discarded the idea. Fiona would refuse anyway, and it was irresponsible. Correlating the Eric to Fiona combination to Sara and Max seemed impossible for sniffers, but risk was risk and they tried to limit that as much as possible. Individuals matching their description being together at the same time when yet another entity came through might let a future sniffer make the almost inconceivable leap of logic. 
“Sorry, being the reborn comes first, and I have to be recognizably elsewhere.”
She waved him away. “I know.” Then she smiled. “Will you be home for dinner?”
“Nope. I need to get visibly drunk at the station. You know, look like a tourist.”
“Let me guess, Zhong is just going to happen to be there.”
“Umm.”
“You enjoy your boys’ night out.”
“It’s not like that.”
“Eric!”
“Okay, I might have mixed a bit of pleasure with business, but it’s just Lucas. Zhong’s too hot right now to get near me.”
“Since you’re not here, do you see any issues if I catch up with my mining friends?”
Eric thought about it. “I don’t see how it could trip us up, but after the entity.”
“I didn’t think so either, but I thought I would check in case you have an angle that I hadn’t thought of.”
“Should I ask you now?” Eric mimed a little shiver. “Who?”
“Let’s not tempt fate.”
He laughed. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Eric hurried out and caught a jump ship to near Earth orbit. It was an unregulated casino and almost guaranteed a good time. 
He checked a clock.
Twenty minutes.
He had to hurry.
Two minutes later, he opened the door and strolled into Jonathan’s private quarters.
Jonathan didn’t jump at his unexpected presence. Instead, he spun to face Eric, confusion written across his face, but his eyes were steely. “Can I help you?”
“I hope so,” Eric answered. “I was wondering if I can get…” Eric glanced at the wall, which suddenly displayed the time.
Jonathan’s eyes widened when he saw that Eric had control of his internal technology systems.
“Seventeen minutes and twenty seconds of your time,” Eric finished smoothly.
“You have me at a disadvantage. Do I know you?”
Although an unknown man had broken into his place, and then taken control of the technology systems.
Jonathan looked remarkably unconcerned.
Eric used Soul Scouting to confirm what he knew.
Soul Stage–Awakened

Soul Disciplines (17): Armor (17), Soul Jump (13), Defense (14), Blade (34), Cower (14), Projection (0) 

Physical Might (2): Strength (2), Agility (2)

Sensory Capability (1):

Strongest Abilities: Trait: Soul Blade, Boon: None, Augmentation: None.

It was exactly how he expected, and even though Soul Scouting was only supposed to yield the name of the highest trait, he also got a sense of what that soul Blade trait actually did. It was a multiply-faceted trait that included flat bonuses, percentage increases and a little extra that Eric guessed would allow the soul Blade to rank up faster or something like that. The impressions were not clear. However, Eric didn’t have to guess. He ducked into Meditative Perfect Recall to extract precisely what traits the other man had.
Trait Enhanced Soul Blade – Tier 4.

Type: Partial Growth.

Flat bonus to soul Blade of +10 plus 50% of earned value. Also adds a qualitative benefit to Blade quality.

This was the one that Soul Scouting had shown, but Jonathan had a second trait.
Trait Inspired Cultivator – Tier 3

Cultivation Speed improved by 100% 

Then he was back in the real world; even though it was a quick blink, it felt dangerous being distracted in this man’s presence. The augmentation, while minor, made the other person twice as fast as him, and on soul development, he was also a long way ahead.
Then there was the other reason. Eric swallowed hard when he remembered why Jonathan had made his list. It was the combat score that had put him over the top.
Calm eyes looked back at him.
“You know me, but you might not recognize me.”
“And why is that?”
“You think I’m dead.” 
Confusion appeared in the man’s eyes. Eric didn’t get any closer. Jonathan had that lethal Blade trait and could almost certainly create a soul Blade that was two meters long if he exerted himself. At a level of thirty-four, it should not have had a qualitative improvement yet, so Eric theoretically would be able to block it as easily as anyone else, but he didn’t want to risk it. The other man was dangerous. 
“I don’t know anyone who has died,” Jonathan answered back stiffly.
“I’m hurt.”
“You don’t look it.”
“I’m an excellent actor. It’s why no one has guessed I’m the reborn yet.”
Jonathan immediately looked with concern up at the walls. He was smart enough to know that even claiming frivolously to be the reborn was dangerous. Intelligent people even this early in humanity’s integration understood the dark undertone that went with the reborn legend. “I don’t know what sort of crazy you are, but you can’t be saying that.”
“Don’t worry, as far as the station is concerned, I’m sitting on the can ten doors down.”
“You’re crazy.”
“I was born Eric Peters but had to appear to have a tragic accident because I was worried my cover was blown.”
Jonathan startled, and Eric knew what he was thinking. The keyboard warrior had been almost oracle-like in his predictions on Alientac. Not perfect, of course, but more accurate than statistics should have suggested. “Now I know you’re lying.”
“Why?”
“Eric was a friend. I checked the police report. They recovered the body and the police sniffer confirmed he was dead.”
“Can we sit?” Eric asked.  
The other man promptly sat down on the couch he had been on when Eric had entered and gestured to the one opposite him. A seat which, if Eric accepted, would leave him in touching distance.
With a small smile, Eric sat on the kitchen bench on the other side of the room.
“Curious.”
“I think I can beat you in a fight, but if you surprise me,” he shrugged, “you might kill me before I can react.”
“I don’t know.”
“No,” Eric said loudly, interrupting him. “No. I know about your Blade trait, and I know that with a flick of your mind, your soul Blade can cut that opposite couch in two.”
Jonathan shrugged. “Fair enough. If you can do that.” He nodded at the wall. “I’m sure you could have hacked the trainer center and got videos of me training with my soul Blade.”
A silence stretched between them.
Jonathan cracked first. “Mr. Reborn, I assume you came with a plan to prove your assertions.”
“Of course.”
“And the seventeen minutes you asked for is related to that proof.” Eric made the smallest of nods. “I’m guessing an entity is about to visit.”
Eric smiled at that guess. “That sort of deduction is why I want you on my team.”
“So what’s your play? If an entity comes precisely at 7:31 p.m. local time, then I agree you’re the reborn.”
“I think if that happens, there is no need for you to acknowledge anything. At that point, you’ll know I’m the reborn.” 
“Can you stop saying that, please!”
“I’m pretty confident in my information security control.” 
“Whatever. So, if the entity comes, then what?” 
“I’m mobilizing geniuses to meet a threat in half a millennium’s time. I want you to be one of those geniuses. If you accept, I’ll help you get stronger beyond what you can otherwise, and in return, you agree not to spread my secret and to give me support if I request it.”
“Don’t you think it’s risky walking in here against a man who can gut you from two meters away.”
“No.”
Jonathan looked taken aback by that.
“Why?”
“Two reasons. I didn’t get a war boon.”
“You mean one of those gifts that makes a sun implode?”
“Correct. Which means I have to take risks.”
“And the second.”
Eric grinned. “Don’t overreact.”
Then Eric reached out with Soul Scouting and slapped the back of Jonathan’s head.
Jonathan exploded out of his chair, spinning around, and his soul Blade flashed into existence.
“That was me,” Eric called out calmly. “I have other tricks.”
“How did you do that?”
“It’s a powerful trait I have.”
“How hard can you hit with it?”
“That’s as heavy as it gets.”
Jonathan laughed at that. “That’s not very impressive.”
“It will get stronger. And that kinetic blow is the least of its abilities.”
“All very mysterious, but the proof is when the entity appears. And not–” Jonathan pointed at the screen. “–video proof because I can’t trust anything that displays in here.”
Eric shook his head. “If I was relying on electronic confirmation, I would obviously let you leave here and independently check, but there’s no need. This entity is more like Craauacklass than the Wanderer. You’ll feel it here when it enters.”
“Little fiery images.”
“Blue soothing light. The entity’s English name is Last Stand Sentinel.”
“That sounds ominous.”
Eric laughed. “Maybe you should listen for a bit.” 
He then explained the key details before opening up his briefcase. He pulled out a metal contraption and pushed it over to him. The small wheels let it glide over the carpet. “You need to put this on both your hands.”
“I’m not doing that,” Jonathan said instantly. 
“Just get it ready,” Eric suggested. “When you feel the entity’s presence, put them on.”
“How do I know you can’t mimic an entity?”
Eric rolled his eyes. “You don’t. At some point, you need to trust me. But if you want.” He checked the time. “For the next two minutes, you can ask questions.”
Jonathan studied him. 
Eric expected an Alientac and was ready to duck into Meditative Perfect Recall to answer it perfectly. 
“Are you a forced reborn or an opportunistic one?”
“Forced,” Eric said, his face going hard.
“What was it like?”
Eric laughed a hard, bitter laugh. “If you haven’t lived through it, you would never understand. Words can’t capture…” He paused. “Anything.”
“But a picture can.”
Eric tilted his head. “What?”
“Your face, your eyes.” There was a long silence as the other man studied him. “I don’t think you could have faked that.”
Eric looked at the clock. “Ten seconds, get ready.” He put the two gloves on his hand.
He watched the time, and then activated the device. With one hand, he focused on creating Soul Armor to protect it, and in the other, he just let the hydraulics drive the rods into his flesh to crack bones.
“Voidest,” he cursed involuntarily as the pain hit him.
Jonathan looked at him in stunned disbelief, and then blue light filled the room. Cool, not particularly bright, but everyone would notice it no matter where they were. Not invasive, just present, with intensity pushed upward to match the surroundings. If you were in the dark, hold the intensity would be low, but if you were in a sterile white lab, with bright fluorescent lights, the light would be almost blinding to ensure it was visible.
Jonathan saw that light and Eric was impressed by how quickly he shoved his hands forward to be encased by the gloves. That super high combat score reflected in the decisive action. He would be an amazing addition to the team. 
I am the Last Stand Sentinel.
The words were pumped into the minds of everyone with a soul base. 
I bear witness.
“To what?” was the question Eric asked the first time, but there was no answer. This entity was another one that visited new civilizations and no one truly understood what it meant. There were three boons and two curses the entity could impart. 
Curse of the Bully – Last Stand Sentinel

A permanent reduction in Cower, the higher of 25 flat or 40% of your Cower skill.

Curse of the Despicable – Last Stand Sentinel

This curse lowers Soul Armor and Blade skills by 40%.

Both were hard to get, and humanity only knew about it from the church literature, or at least no humans had owned up to receiving it. For the curse to be assigned, you had to be using the skill when the entity appeared. Cower for the bully curse and Blade for the despicable curse against someone significantly weaker than yourself, and you needed to have a history of similar acts against five or more people with over a hundred cumulative occurrences.
It was hard to get but not impossible, and despite how few humans were actually awakened and that no one ever admitted Eric was sure there were tens, if not hundreds, of humans that got cursed. It was a case of sapient nature. 
Like with the Wanderer, Eric felt the Last Stand Sentinel an entity of cold, resolute power take note of him and focus on his soul. Guidance shifted and the Last Stand Sentinel internally recoiled, and then seemed to bow to the boon.
Not for the first time. A chill went through Eric. What the voidest was Guidance?
With a flash, the Last Stand Sentinel was back in Eric’s soul, adjusting it. 
Adding to it. 
The blue light vanished and the machines on Eric’s hands, as they were programmed to do, fell off his hands. One hand was covered in blood and the other undamaged. 
Jonathan had a stunned expression on his face and Eric knew that his recruitment had been successful. It may not have been formalized, but it would come. 
Eric poked the bloody hand with a finger. There was no pain. There was no spurt of blood. It had been healed fully just like he had hoped.
With anticipation, he opened his status to see what boon he had been awarded.
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ERIC IMMEDIATELY SCANNED down to his boon line.
Boons: Armor – Last Sentinel (II), Healing – Last Sentinel (III) 

Hidden Boons: Temporal bubble (9), Meditative Perfect Recall, Guidance, Qipcon – Hidden Detail (I), Flaming Joy (6)

When he saw the two Last Sentinel boons, he sighed in relief. The literature on the Last Sentinel boons had been unclear on whether it was possible to receive two. The church archive suggested that it had been feasible, but human records had indicated otherwise, and Eric knew that entity interactions could vary by species. Some of the static entities out there granted different boons based on the biological base and the Last
Sentinel may have been the same.
Apparently not, or at least not with humans. He had been awarded both of them.
The two sentinel boons being visible concerned Eric. There was little doubt that if he ran into an alien with the ability to reveal his boons that his status as the reborn or at least someone in contact with the reborn would be revealed. He hoped that upgrading the Qipcon–Hidden Detail boon both directly with soul boon points and with stage advancements would keep them hidden before meeting something that could unveil him.
Boons were always worthwhile, but the question was whether these two were worth the headache their presence on his status sheet represented. With apprehension, his mind reached out to confirm the details.
Boon – Armor – Last Sentinel (II)

Type – Static

This boon provides a minor qualitative improvement in armor control and a quantitative 20% improvement in the Soul Discipline – Armor.  

Eric re-read those details. He was more than a little shocked. Pleased but stunned.
Too strong, he thought. Way too strong.
He blinked.
And briefly, he was suspended in the air with stage lights blinding him, and then his feet slapped down onto hard concrete.
“Boon Armor–Last Sentinel, known features,” he snapped.
“Coming right up, sir.”
A single bubble from the horizon, which represented knowledge, pumped into him as humanity ran drifted up and shot over to strike the screen in front of him and simultaneously with its impact text displayed.
Boon – Armor – Last Sentinel

10% improvement in the Soul Discipline – Armor

That was what he had been expecting, a good but not great skill.
252 Known Recipients.

No reported variance

That was like he remembered.
Church archive only referenced the boon’s existence and that it provided a percentage increase of the Armor sub-skill.

No speculation in any academic paper about gradients within the armor boon.

Eric finished reading the summarized report with little surprise. He recalled the interaction between Guidance and the Last Sentinel entity, so it wasn’t a surprise that he got an upgraded version. Last time, everyone must have been the (I) version versus the (II) that he had just received. Twice the benefit and a minor qualitative improvement in control.
Curiously, he manipulated his armor, snapping coin-sized pieces of armor into existence across his body in a cascade of translucent patches. If there was an increase in control, it wasn’t noticeable, but he doubted the description would be misleading, as there was no incentive for the sentinel to do so. It was possible that his control was already so high and the benefit so minor that it was imperceptible, but the most likely reason was that the qualitative improvement would flow through when his armor ability got stronger.
“Display Healing Boon.”
Boon – Healing – Last Sentinel (III)

Type–Static

Three versions recorded granting a boost to active healing of two, four, or six times base. The most advanced boon also permanently turned on healing at a low baseline.

109,161 cases recorded.

Church archive referenced healing of others however this wasn’t reported in humans.

The requirements for this boon were far less than the Armor one. If you were getting hurt, you received it as opposed to the Armor boon that required Soul Armor to be used to stop damage at the time the entity arrived.
Eric opened his eyes in the real world and confirmed the boon he had got.
Boon – Healing – Last Sentinel (III)

Type – Static

This boon improves the owner’s active healing ability by six times.

It also runs the owner’s active healing ability passively over all parts of the body at 50% strength at all times unless actively suppressed.

As he had hypothesized, he had been awarded the most powerful of the three boons granted to humans. He was a little sad that he didn’t get the version that would allow him to heal other people but he knew that was him being greedy. The wording of the passive was interesting in relation to what Meditative Perfect Recall had shared with him. It basically continually ran his active healing over every part of his body simultaneously at reduced power. That word all was significant.
Someone who had practiced full-body healing would therefore get very little benefit from this boon, but Eric, thanks to Onk, had from the first focused on concentrated healing. His healing only covered a five-centimeter cubed area; it allowed him to heal any critical damage faster. The theory being if a soul Blade, or more precisely, at the time a claw or fang, had cut through him, he needed to heal that small area of affected tissue quickly. By concentrating the power, the wounded area would heal multiple times faster than what full-body healing would have produced. 
Now, with this single boon, healing applied constantly, and then he could apply active healing in addition to the passive version. If Fake Fat Phil was to bash him black and blue with a combination of passive and active healing, Eric was confident that he would be fully healed in an hour instead of the greater part of a day it had taken previously to take the edge off the wounds. 
Eric blinked once more and used it once more as an excuse to duck into Meditative Perfect Recall. The soul boon terminal called out for him, and then he stood in front of it. He instantly navigated to the upgrade boon section.
Both boons were upgradable.
Armor for a hundred soul points and healing for four hundred. The interface indicated both of them could be upgraded all the way from two and three respectively to ten. However, the cost of subsequent tiers and benefits were not displayed. He guessed the soul boon point price would be prohibitive.
Boon – Armor – Last Sentinel (III)

Type – Static

This boon provides a minor qualitative improvement in armor control. A quantitative 40% (+20%) improvement in the Soul Discipline – Armor.  

Unlike some of his other upgradable options, there was no rush to do this last one. That was for two reasons. The most important of these were that the boon wasn’t a growth one. For most of his traits and other boons, he could not wait, because if they upgraded when his soul advanced, the boon point cost to improve them would skyrocket. This boon lacked growth, which meant that the hundred to upgrade now would still only be a hundred in four hundred years’ time. There was no time pressure to promote it. The second reason was more minor but equally valid because the improvement was a percentage increase. It wasn’t that valuable now. Currently upgrading was only worth two levels in the Armor sub skill, which wasn’t even close to being a different maker.
In four hundred years’ time when points weren’t so valuable, Eric would almost certainly be increasing this boon’s level and potentially multiple time. Once he was a Lord, this upgrade would be massive. Spending a hundred soul boon points to make him at least twenty percent more tanky and potentially more depending on how significant the qualitative improvement in control proved to be in battle. That would be better than anything else available. 
Boon – Healing – Last Sentinel (IV)
Type – Static
This boon improves the owner’s active healing ability by six
twenty times.
It also runs the owner’s active healing ability passively over all parts of the body at half two times natural strength.
The upgrade almost quadrupled the strength of the boon, but healing others must come as one of the later upgrades. In that hypothetical Phil bashing, he would heal in fifteen minutes instead of an hour. At that rate, you would be able to literally see wounds healing themselves.
Despite that flashiness, the upgrade was also useless. Enhanced healing would not help him win any future fights. Any battle where he got injured would likely result in his death. Having that healing might be a pleasant quality of life benefit for those times he stubbed his toe, but he would rarely get any true benefit out of it.
If he was honest, he wouldn’t buy it even if it cost ten points, let alone at four hundred. 
Satisfied with his own personal improvements, he looked over at the other man.
Jonathan was no longer looking inwards but was instead studying Eric intently. That icy focused battle calm showed through once more. “You knew this was going to happen?”
Eric nodded agreement. “Of course, but outcomes vary.”
He didn’t get the hint.
“Can you tell me the details of the boon you got?”
Jonathan, who had been calm to this point, had red spread over his cheeks. Battle was one thing to the man, but social embarrassment was another.
“Healing is three times boosted,” he stuttered. “But I need to learn to heal first. Armor is a ten percent increase.”
“Good,” Eric interrupted. “You got both boons. I wasn’t sure how much your delay was going to cost you.”
“What’s healing?” 
Eric laughed at the confused expression on the other man’s face. “I can definitely teach you that, but we have another thing to discuss.” Jonathan was abruptly guarded and on high alert. “Do you accept that I’m the reborn?”
“I accept that you’re the reborn or an agent of the reborn.”
“And you know what that means?”
The unblinking eyes nodded. 
“I need your word.”
“Or what?” Jonathan stood, taking a relaxed stance that could let him explode at any moment. 
“I get your word, or only one of us leaves this room.”
“If we fight, I’ll win,” Jonathan said confidently.
“I’m sure you don’t want that.”
Emotions played across the other man’s face. Everyone knew the stories of the reborn, how they started, what they did, and how important they were. “You’ve got me. I guess I don’t have a choice.” There was bitterness in Jonathan’s voice.
“I’m still Eric. We were friends.”
“Are we? You were recruiting me even then.”
Eric shrugged. The accusation was accurate.
“I don’t like being manipulated, used, tricked. You’re a prick for doing it. It’s cold.”
Eric raised his hand, and Jonathan stopped speaking, his anger melting under Eric’s glare. “You’re right, it was manipulative. But I’m not going to apologize. If you think about it, that’s good. You, humanity, will rest easier knowing that their reborn is a bastard as opposed to a pacifist.”
Jonathan looked frustrated. “We were friends. You betrayed me.”
“Stop!” Eric barely stopped himself from yelling. “I like you, Jonathan. But I’m reborn first. Get over it.”
“My parents controlled me my whole life. Every voidest moment. I just got free of them and now you want me to bind myself to you. I’m my own man. You didn’t have to come here. You could have given me a couple of years of freedom.”
“To give you those boons, it had to be today,” Eric pointed out reasonably.
“You didn’t ask. You’re not giving me a choice.”
Anger flared in Eric. He knew Jonathan had a point, but he didn’t care, and he was being ridiculous. Burning worlds and exploding ships filled his memory.
“Stop being a whiny child. I watched humanity die!” Eric snarled. “I lived through it. I’m the voidest reborn. I didn’t want to be the reborn. I wasn’t given a choice. And you want me to what? Care about your feelings?”
Jonathan recoiled. “I…”
“I need your promise not to reveal who I am to anyone and help me if I ask for it.”
“That’s…”
“Necessary,” Eric interrupted. 
Jonathan swallowed. Anger fading from his face replaced with embarrassment. “He’s the reborn.”
“I need you to say it.”
“I will not reveal who you are to anyone, and I will help you to the best of my abilities when you need it.”
Eric hesitated. It wasn’t what he had asked for, but it was close enough.
Guidance stirred.
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ERIC FELT TINY.
His teeth ached, and he wanted to curl into a ball, but that was nothing like the horror that etched Jonathan’s face. The man would have been screaming if his lungs were working, but all his muscles were tensing, and his veins popped out.
Guidance, in all its terrible glory, was briefly between them, and Eric watched as it reached out to touch another man, its fingers dipping into him and doing something. It would be a boon that would prevent Jonathan from ever betraying the reborn by a deliberate deed or subconscious one.
The entity between them vanished and Jonathan collapsed onto the ground. 
Eric walked over until he stood above him and held out a hand. Sympathy etched his features.
“Guidance,” Eric told Jonathan quietly, “is a double-edge sword. It brings me power, allows me to reach out to potential allies, but what you felt is a fraction of what it does to me directly.” 
He pulled Jonathan to his feet.
“I can’t believe I have three boons,” Jonathan said with a laugh. “Only one visible now.”
“Really?” 
“Yes. My Ally of the Reborn boon can hide additional boons that might betray the core tenant of keeping your secret.”
“Just her then.”
“What?”
“Apologies. I was working things over in my head. The Guidance boon is powerful, and of everyone who knows about me, one person does not have it.”
“Why?” 
Eric shrugged. “I don’t control Guidance.” 
Jonathan’s eyes went unfocused. “I’m glad I have this boon. It’ll be nice not having to worry about accidentally misspeaking.” He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Can I ask why you picked me? Is it because of my Blade trait?”
“No, or at least not fully.”
Jonathan waited patiently for Eric to answer. “The trait’s good, but your fighting ability is better. You’re calm under pressure and make the right decisions and you were also someone I could build a relationship with easily.”
“I was convenient.”
“Of course. Twenty billion people out there. The reason I recruit someone most of the time is because they’re convenient.”
“Not the greatest.”
“No such thing,” Eric told him. “Strength is often as much an accident of chance as something innate to an individual. The strongest potential guy out there is someone I will never reach,” he told Jonathan, thinking of Choo Ma Tan, the son of arguably the most powerful family in the world who also possessed the best trait available.
He was the one person Eric was sure would be rated as a ten on Guidance’s
scale, both for his traits and the economic and political clout he would bring.
“You’re rated by Guidance as a four, which is far higher than your traits should grant you.” 
“Rating?”
“Yeah, a rating of one is good enough to a be a hero of humanity when the Armageddon event occurs, and it scales material from then.”
“So is a four?”
“Is middling.” Eric smiled at him and sort of enjoyed how Jonathan’s face fell. “That’s middling amongst the best of the best.”
Jonathan nodded. “And are you going to request anything from me now?”
“No.”
“You came here for nothing? When you were talking, I thought you had come to force me to do something.” 
Eric shook his head. “I would do that if I had to do, but it’s not my style. I came here to inspire you to get stronger and to ensure you received those two boons. Currently, I don’t need a thing from you, nor do I have any plans for you. I’m purely recruiting for the future. Do you have secure soul storage?” 
Jonathan nodded and Eric sent across the video that explained the basic healing technique approach Onk had taught him. It also contained tips and roadblocks that the others ran into when developing their ability. The video was anonymous created by combining randomly generated voices, but even so, he didn’t want it slipping.
“That’s to teach you how to heal.” 
“Until next time.” With a small salute, Eric turned to walk away.
“That’s it?” Jonathan yelled after.
Eric paused, and then turned back. His Soul Scouting went out, and he was annoyed to see that Jonathan was showing the Armor boon instead of the healing one. Nothing to be done now, and he wasn’t about to ask Guidance why. All he could do was adjust.
“One last thing. There are a few aliens out there with the ability to determine that you have the Armor boon. You get that boon from the Last Sentinel if you’re actively using Soul Armor to stop yourself from getting hurt. Zealously training hitting something and utilizing Soul Armor to absorb the blow would count.”
To demonstrate, Eric hit the kitchen counter and, just before impact, encased his knuckles in Soul Armor. 
Crack.
It was like when the bull hit him, but on a much smaller scale. All the momentum, instead of being discharged in his fist and doing damage, was spread over his whole body. That was for him. For the screen, it was the opposite. All the force got funneled through the single point of impact.
Crack!
Jonathan’s eyes were wide as he got closer to assess the damage. “So much for indestructible.”
Eric held up his hand to show that the knuckles weren’t affected. “When you research the Last Sentinel, do it like someone trying to understand how this sort of stupid training method–”
Crack.
He pulled his fist back, leaving a second crack. “Might have got you the boon.”
“I can do that.” 
Eric was pleased to see that Jonathan’s mouth was open at the shock of seeing someone punch and break what had been a fully functioning screen. Without Jonathan talking and delaying him, Eric left the room and consider what he wanted to do. Most of him wished to go back to Fiona and comfort her, given Samesh’s death. But it was important to keep up appearances. His presence here as Max could be tracked, and he had given nothing examining Max’s history a reason for him being here, yet. He needed to complete the alibi. In a bad mood, he stalked into the common area of the training facility that Jonathan was on a scholarship for. 
There was a kiosk open, and Eric strode over and engaged it. A list of options was available and a series of respectable course, and trainers who could improve someone’s technique. Eric was forced to ignore them. Max wasn’t a moonie, but he bloody well should have been. Smiling in that ugly way that he had perfected for his impersonation, Eric chose a bout against a fifteen-year-old employee. The kid’s skills would not stand up to Max’s, but he was there to be hurt if that was what the client wanted and paid for. 
The people running the place were corrupt.
When he reached the ring he was assigned to, he had to pace for an awkward two minutes before the kid came jogging in, flustered.
“Sorry, sir. I was on my way home.”
“You’re late and I’m annoyed.” Max sent over a new contract. There was a slightly higher rate, but Max could do more damage.
“I don’t do those types of bouts.”
“Sign and get the extra money or don’t and we’ll go with the old contract.”
“I…”
“Trust me. I don’t care. I’m treating you the same no matter what you do.”
He felt sick as the kid signed, and then Max threw himself into the bout. Forty minutes later, and having delivered a beatdown that Fake Fat Phil would be proud of, Eric walked away with a broad grin and a jaunt in his steps while his insides seethed. That was beyond unpleasant, but no one would expect a reborn a hero to have maliciously bashed a kid. 
After a quick handles ride later, he was at the bar on his second beer when Lucas turned up.
“Max, you’re looking relaxed.”
“Going to have to get a new score soon, but for now, I have the cash. Might as well enjoy it.”
They clinked their beer glasses and talked about nothing. A bit of sports, a bit about the entity, and they both enjoyed the interaction. Then, well and truly drunk, Eric got a jump ship back to Mars and burst into their apartment at three a.m.
Fiona greeted him with a welcoming smile.
“I have bad news,” he said without hesitation.
Alarm filled her face. “What?”
“I think Guidance needs to talk to you.” 
“You think?”
“I need Guidance to talk to you,” he corrected.
It wasn’t as much as flexing his will as politely asking, but his thoughts prodded that incalculable, powerful creature. As expected, he felt Guidance shift and rise. There was something almost apologetic in its movements as it reared up between. The smile on Fiona’s face got reversed.
She whimpered, and Guidance pounced.
Fiona collapsed to the floor and Eric no longer felt drunk.
He dropped to his knees, gathering her up. His perception program immediately pinged her as still alive. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked that.” 
Her head was in his lap. Her eyes were open, and a hand reached up to touch his jaw.
“It’s okay,” Fiona told him, stroking his cheek. “You poor man. I didn’t realize it was that bad when it moved. You poor, poor man.”
“Fiona, are you okay?”
She ignored his question and continued stroking his face. “Is that what it feels like every time?”
Eric shook his head. 
“Thank God,” she whispered.
What to say? Nothing would be best, but lying wasn’t the way forward in a healthy relationship, and then he saw Fiona’s eyes narrow.
“What?”
“Um.”
“What are you hiding, bubs? You can share.”
“No, that’s not how it usually does things. With me, it doesn’t try to be gentle.”
Her face melted again. “You’re not joking, are you?”
Eric released a vast sigh. “I’ve gotten used to it, and then I discover I haven’t.” He shook his head, and then focused on her. “Please tell me that setting it onto you was worth it?”
“Boon Keeper of the Reborn secrets,” Fiona read out. “This boon will ensure that any boons, traits or augments that may be traced back to the reborn will not be identifiable by any outside force with a soul discipline rating under five hundred.”
A sigh of relief ran through Eric. “Only five hundred?”
“I know if I run into a mid-level King, and he examines me, my secret will be revealed.” She giggled. “But it’s worked. According to my status, all my boons are now hidden. I think that’s good.” 
She stood up. “Can we go back to bed? After today, I need to be held. I can’t believe Samesh is dead.” Eric nodded and fell asleep next to her.
He awoke to a priority two alert, demanding attention.
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THE TIME FLASHED UP. 
It was six a.m., which meant that he had stopped drinking only four hours ago. Despite that, he didn’t feel at all tipsy or hungover, which was almost certainly a result of his new healing boon. Not only had it dealt with the hangover, but it had also apparently burnt off the alcohol while he slept.
That convenience was definitely something he would have appreciated in his first life. He probably had two or three years of experience being hungover if you add up the thousands of times he had woken with a splitting headache. Maybe even more. 
Fiona woke up. “What?”
“Priority two.” 
She sat up immediately. “Put it up.” The screen flicked on. Fiona burst out laughing. “What the hell is that showing?”
Eric’s AI program ran and smoothed out the details. “That’s the seeker.”
“It’s a box.” 
Different views of it appeared under diverse spectrums. Calculations on mass, momentum, and distribution of weight were all displayed.
“It’s not just a box,” Eric told her. “It’s a plastic crate with an internal faraday cage and six directional antennas coming out. The crate is mostly hollow, so we can rule out any water-breathing aliens or heavy atmosphere types. And non-structural mass–” Eric pointed at an alternative line. “–is only six hundred kilograms. Therefore, it’s a mid to small species.”
Maps covering the possible placement of mass were presented.
“Seeker is probably in that central area,” Eric said absently, pointing at where three hundred kilograms rested. “Food and water in the lower corner, lightweight chair, bed or exercise equipment on the side.” He hesitated as the image zoomed in. “It’s hard to tell with just mass information, but that looks like a life supports a system up there.”
“That mass ain’t human.” 
“Obviously. If I look at that, we’re seeing an almost spherical mass distribution. The alien plus clothes has a probable weight of two hundred and fifty kilograms.”
“How the hell can you determine all this?”
“Programs.”
“I am not a ditz. You can be more specific.”
“Vibration measurements and the impact when it ran into items. How much it rotates or shifts in space.”
A video started up, which showed the crate being punted from one spot to another. It was being treated as standard cargo, and while it floated through the void of space, a couple of other objects had crashed into it. 
“Is it normally that chaotic?” Fiona asked suspiciously.
“Of course not. My programs messed up cargo flow to engineer the collision in order to gain an estimate of weight distribution. Damn. It’s heavily insulated, so I can’t get a reading on temperature.”
“How long ago was this?”
“Seven hours.” 
“McCoy Mercs moved fast then.” 
“Yep.”
“So, the seeker has the DNA records. Does this compromise Zhong?”
“No, but its searches will find lots of second and third cousins. It won’t enable it to track him down precisely because the extended family is scattered over literally hundreds of stations and his immediate family doesn’t know where he is anyway.”
“DNA is going to hit a wall,” Fiona concluded. “That means the seeker will go after jump data.”
“Yep. We need to get the strike team together to be ready to act at a moment’s notice.”
Fiona nodded. “I’m triggering strike protocol twelve.”
“Good pick,” Eric agreed, knowing that it meant she would leave within literally minutes. 
Eric shut his eyes to the kaleidoscope of colors.
Four ugly aliens looked back at him. Different percentage chances were assigned to each of them. 
He opened his eyes to the real world. Fiona was already getting dressed. 
“Give me ten seconds. I need to type out details on our target.”
Eric flipped between Meditative Perfect Recall and his soul space as he quickly transcribed the information to Fiona. “I’ll be updating that when we get more information.”
“These all find human air toxic,” Fiona said, reviewing the file.
“Yes. Factor that into your plan.”
“Two are tagged ‘kill on sight’ and others to be captured. Why?”
“No point capturing them if we can’t get them talking. Those two won’t break, so…”
“That’s brutal.”
“This seeker is supporting the distribution of drugs, which is ruining the lives of millions of humans. I don’t have much sympathy.”
“Why not just blow the box from the sky? It’ll make our job easier.”
Eric waved that question away. “It’s here illegally. It has an escape plan, a method to smuggle it in and out, and I want to know what it is.”
Fiona considered him with a thoughtful expression. He knew from her church background that she possessed a greater understanding than most about how the wider galactic society operated. “You think they’re using a second beacon to get in.”
“Either that or corruption in Galactic System Control. Either way, we want to know and shut it down. The publicity won’t hurt either. If we can use it to stop the Alien Integration Act, that’s a win by itself.”
“You’re so negative about it. I’ve always been of the school that integration with a high-tech society will boost us all up.”
“Yeah, the first time around, I felt the same.” He smiled sadly at her. “I know better now.”
She moved forward faster than he could move thanks to her augments and planted the softest kiss on his lips. “Stay safe. L…” He saw her lips forming the word before she swallowed it. 
Eric remembered his promise back when she was voluntarily exiling herself to an awful life to protect him. That he would not let his breaker inhibitions get in the way. His heart thumped, and he recognized what the feelings were. He relived his worry when she was away stealing the Ecstatic Void factory right from under the Flower Kettles, or at least blowing it up. Those emotions were not those of a breaker. If they broke up, Eric was going to be as heartbroken as she would be.
“Fiona?” he called out.
“Yes.”
Eric swallowed. “Come back safely. I love you.”
She jumped up and down and threw herself at him. “I love you too. I love you, I love you.”
They kissed. 
Then she pulled back from him. “Why couldn’t you say that last night?” Her eyes were twinkling. 
“I was a little drunk.”
“I wouldn’t have cared.”
“And there was a small matter of who knows what,” Eric admitted, thinking about Guidance.
“For a sweet talker, you have terrible timing.” The wall was flashing, telling her she had to go. “I’ll see you on the other side.”
The door slid shut after her. Eric breathed heavily and looked around their home. He didn’t feel like a wise, powerful reborn at that moment. His own counter started up as strike protocol, twelve propagated through the network. Out to the external coordinator, and then back to him. They were all on the clock. 
Another priority two alert came in. 
The second jump observation station had been hit. The same wooden container, but this time, there were no accidental collisions, so there was no more information to be gleaned. The seeker was moving fast. It was trying to get ahead of the game.
It was game-on. 
His countdown didn’t change. If they made it in time, they made it. Right now, there was nothing he could do to speed things up. Eric sat down in the lotus position, closed his eyes, and started cultivating.
His heartbeat was thundering. 
Too fast, he thought. The seeker was moving too fast and there was no way to cancel the strike.
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THE ALARM WENT OFF and Eric was out the door. Flashing lights and a set of handles got him to the dock. With three minutes to spare, he walked onto the jump ship. He was attending a sales training session. Max’s next job was going to be selling LBullets, and this day trip was to teach him how to sell them better. 
It was a quaint product.
LBullets.

The gun has three modes that can be switched between and can be shot in a vacuum. 

Non-lethal stun rounds that shoot a bullet that delivers a sixty-thousand-volt shock that will incapacitate most people. If it fails, the bullet will then release an 80,000 shock. 

Standard bullets. - .35 millimeter rounds, muzzle velocity of 400 meters per second

Soul Armor Incapacitating bullets - These rounds will stick to Soul Armor and extend a series of wire elements. When the Armor fails, it will then deliver the same shocks as the non-lethal stun rounds. (Four specialized bullets per magazine.)

The specifications were okay, apart from the key selling feature of Soul Armor Incapacitating bullets. While the method it used sounded plausible, Eric was pretty sure it would not work. The bullets would not stick against Soul Armor; instead, they would bounce back. 
It didn’t matter; he doubted the Max persona was going to be active for long enough for him to sell many of the flawed product. 
Behind him, the ramp closed. He had arrived just in the nick of time. There was no hostess and Eric sat on one of the cheap seats. He remembered when he used to moonlight as a casual pilot for these things. He wondered how close the jumper would get there. 
Soul energy crept over him. Eric ignored it while studying the passengers. His favorites were the couple in the corner. There was just a simple acceptance of each other’s company. A small glance that the other interpreted. A touch of leg that spoke of a long-time love story that their apparent age would not support. Rejuvenation techniques were mainstream enough that you could never really tell how old someone was by looking at them. Eric could have used his skills to dig, but he didn’t want to. He imagined they were an older couple who had kids, and then when they left the house, they had paid for treatment to revert their looks back to when they first met in their early twenties. 
Reality distorted.
The entire ship hummed as engines were engaged. Eric checked the updated arrival time. Thirty-five minutes. Eric smiled. It had been a bad jump. 
Eric amused himself with Soul Scouting until it became boring, and then he mentally rehearsed what they were planning and searched for mistakes.
There was a second thud as the station landing arm grabbed them, and then everyone was disembarking. Eric followed his own green line and got a pod that would take him most of the way to the conference room. As he moved, his Soul Scouting went to work once more. It flitted from spot to spot faster than his conscious mind could follow. As it did so, it confirmed that the station layout aligned with the architecture plans that he had hacked.
There were discrepancies, and his AI automatically inspected them to understand their purpose and to mark them down if they were to be useful. The only one worth nothing was a post build modification to install a smuggler’s tunnel. That would have been helpful to have known about in advance, as he would have positioned the other team differently. Too late now. 
He got into the pod and frowned. Two credits were expensive and LBullet had paid for the jump ship, but they were not covering incidental expenses on the station. The Max persona was furious at that ridiculous cost. Eric didn’t care, but he went with the act that he needed to, muttering and complaining under his breath. 
When he got to the conference, Eric spotted Diamond ‘Hard Shot’ James. He glowered at him and stuck up a finger when the other man saw him, and then Eric pointedly moved to sit by himself.
Hard Shot ignored him and stalked straight at him. “Max, you can’t still be holding a grudge.”
The condescending tone made Eric want to hit him. Instead, he smiled coldly. “You’re a voidest cheater.”
Diamond sniggered and sat on the seat next to him. Max would be happy to ignore him, so Eric did exactly that.
The presenter came in and started speaking, but all of Eric’s attention was elsewhere.
Fiona, Zhong, and four of Zhong’s friends were in place and ready to move.
There were no priority alerts to concern him. Fiona would have already compromised the network in order to shut everything down when the seeker got here. Despite everything, Eric wasn’t confident that he could keep control of someone else’s network against a seeker. The solution was a simple reset of everything. If nothing was working, there was nothing for the seeker to hack. Then the team would eliminate the enemy before it all reset and became available once more. 
This conference was placed conveniently between both the major docks, giving him full visibility over both. A ship jumped in and fired engines to come closer. Soul Scouting danced through it. His target wasn’t there.
Another vessel. Same result.
In front of him, the LBullet was used to shoot a volunteer. Everyone cheered, including Max.
Idiot, Eric privately thought about the man letting himself be shot.
The power output of the weapons was too much. There would be accidental deaths. Even fit and healthy as he was, he would not want to get shot by one of them.
A third ship with a massive cargo hold slid in. Eric wasn’t sure he could scan it all, but Soul Scouting dutifully processed it.
A fourth and fifth ship approached. Do them first, he ordered. 
Eric sat sharply up in his seat. Wooden box, right size. Soul Scouting moved forward. He was inside the box and looking at a nookie.
Instantly, Eric was in the room where his team waited. Everyone was watching the screen that had been primed for him to hack.
Nookie - Capture. 
Lower sun side dock.
The team leaped into action. There were two sets of environmental suits, one aligned to the nookie, the other to the Qipocs. The nookie
version was grabbed, and they were all rushing out the door.
Eric’s attention flashed back to the box.
Soul Stage–Evolved 

Soul Traits:
Silent Soul - Tier 4

Soul Disciplines (34): Jump (43), Armor (31), Blade (31), Defense (11), Cower (27), Projection (0) 

Physical Might (4):
Classification–Common. Subskills: Strength (4), Agility (4)

Sensory Capability (23):
Classification–Evolved. Subskills: - Vision (20), Hearing (27), Smell (27), Interpretation (24)

Offensive Augmentations: Distant hacking - Uncommon

Defensive Augmentations: ?

Boons: NA

For a long moment, Eric absorbed those results with a sinking feeling. That sensory capability and soul strength was horrifying. Then he forced himself to calm down. The entire team he was sending was physically stronger than the nookie, and on a soul level, each had a third of the enemy’s strength, which meant they could cross Blades safely, at least once or twice.
Indecision warred. Should he alter the capture order to kill? The seeker was tougher than expected. But neither its soul Blade nor armor had gone through a qualitative improvement, so while it could use the skills for longer, its abilities were not more effective. 
Maybe he should change the order.
Then Eric stopped himself.
If Fiona wasn’t in the team, there was no way he would consider anything but capture. He couldn’t let his personal feelings get in the way of decision-making. There were six on his side and two of them were genius fighters. They also had the advantage of springing the ambush, along with mundane weapons, to deplete the seeker’s defenses. The nookie would be disorientated, its main hacking strength negated. Given its seeker specialization, it would not be a trained fighter. It should be easy for the group to overwhelm it.
In Soul Scouting, he brought up the image of Fiona smiling confidently. His heart thudded.
Humanity required this, and Fiona needed to know he trusted her and respected her strength.
He would let them do their thing.
Eric continued to monitor, and they were close to the cargo dock the seeker was using. He connected briefly to the monitor once more. 
Capture - Aggressive Approach.

Zhong saw the image and gave a thumbs-up. An aggressive approach sanctioned the use of lethal force. While they still wanted to capture, it would only occur if Zhong judged they could do it safely. 
For a moment, there was nothing to do, and he watched Fiona once more. Her eyes looked alive, and she was clearly excited and hyped for the coming battle.
He needed to trust them, and the plan was good, and the nookie’s impressive skills were in the wrong places. Jump of forty-three, who cares. The Armor and Blade were worrying, but they could not defend against Fiona’s Cower attack. Its own Cower was problematic, but the entire team should have trained against Fiona by now. They could stand up to it, especially Zhong and Fiona, who had experienced Guidance.
Eric’s processor updated the expected arrival time and their jog sped up slightly. This, unfortunately, was what being the reborn meant. He had to sit safely squirrelled away while other people took risks on his behalf.
They reached the docking bay at the same time as the box left the ship and shunted down to the automated cargo processing tubes.
The EMP went off.
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ERIC SAW THE EMP TRIGGER, and he was instantly back in his body, observing the presentation on LBullets. 
The room descended into darkness as all the lights switched off. This wasn’t caused by the EMP, as there was too much metal between where he sat and the hangar for any circuits to be fried. Instead, Eric knew this was the code that Fiona had released to force everything nearby to reset, including power systems. 
The seeker had probably already realized it was under attack, but Eric knew that, initially, it would be confident that it could suborn the surrounding technology to come to its defense. It would feel like it was safe because it was sure it could summon all the station’s robots to protect it. Internally, he smiled. It was about to be surprised. When it reached out to seize hacked allies, there would be nothing to find. If there were no electronics nearby, all of its vaunted tools would be useless.
Complete overkill, which was how he liked it.
The sudden darkness might embolden a hidden enemy like Diamond to attack his Max persona, but with his augment Mundane Damage Sensor, it wasn’t like anyone could hurt him. Even if Diamond got a LBullet and open fire, that automatic armor would protect Eric long enough for him to destroy the idiot. It wasn’t visible, but Eric’s soul spun out, and the numbers necessary to jump to anywhere in the room were available to him. He wasn’t in a gravity well, which opened up his options. If he was attacked, he would end the fight faster than they could imagine.
He wasn’t under attack, so Soul Scouting snapped out, and he was in the hangar where Fiona and Zhong were preparing for their attack. The strike team was already moving, opening the box that they had used to protect their weapons from the EMP. 
All of them pulled out spacesuits, using the techniques everyone learned to stabilize themselves in freefall. While the dock was pressurized, there was no apparent gravity created by centrifugal forces in the area, as they were beyond the rotating skin of the station.
All six of them flowed into the suits, and once the suits conformed to each of their bodies perfectly, they pulled out the controlling chip and converted the suits into old-style dumb chemical-powered ones. Once more, there was nothing there for the seeker to exploit.
Zhong grabbed his gun. Two of the helpers lifted out a rocket launcher each. A third was throwing chemical lightning. Amako grabbed an AX7 before triggering his suit to move him clear of the others. Fiona was half a second ahead of everyone else and had already launched herself. They had all rehearsed in VR how to use these chemical suits, and being augmented, they would have pre-programmed specific body movements to achieve desired outcomes. 
A chemical missile flew out from one rocket launcher, targeting the crate. There was an explosion as plastic and metal went flying. His Soul Scouting flickered through the space, monitoring the damage. The internal faraday cage was damaged but not sufficient for them to extract the alien. 
Eric’s AI went to work calculating the ultimate angle to get a missile through, and then it jumped to the terminal right in front of the man with the second loaded rocket launcher. Coordinates were displayed, and the man had a targeting program ready to assist. With his skeleton having been replaced by a metallic framework, enhanced nerves, and reinforced muscles physically, he was a four, which was right at the limit of human tech. More importantly, his internal process could control his body. For the smallest of moments, the man was no better than an un-hackable robot. The launcher rose, aimed, and fired in a single blink.
A missile launched completely on target with computer-enhanced accuracy.
The missile streaked forward, aligning perfectly to a gap in the spinning crate.
There was a flash of light and pieces of the boxes went flying outwards as the projectile entered the faraday cage before exploding. 
The box was reduced to kindling and molten metal, except for the section directly behind the alien. That bit of the crate had been protected by the nookie’s Soul Armor.
A direct hit with a rocket launcher, and the alien survived. 
Good, Eric thought. That was what they had gambled on. 
AX11s and AX7s started firing even as the alien bounced off the hangar door. No cracks in that external pressure door, Eric noticed clinically. The calculations they had put together in planning this strike were holding up. 
Delia, when she was ready, would blow those doors up from outside. Until then, it was best if they remained intact to contain the seeker. 
Propelled by the missile, the alien pin-balled straight back toward his team, but the hail of bullets first halted momentum and then reversed it. The shield flickered as the nookie was pinned down.
This was the moment of truth. Could the seeker complete micro-jumps? It had the power to do so, but very few sapients bothered to develop the skill until they were closer to the Lord level. It was a matter of practice, soul strain, and resources. Most people didn’t have his hundreds of years of experience and internal drive that made micro-jumps possible.
Soul Scouting spun around the alien to reveal the Soul Armor control that the nookie had. The alien was an ugly, dark pink color with a head that was forty percent of its body weight. It had gigantic eyes on either side of its head, at least to human sensibilities, which provided a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree field of vision that functioned in low light conditions where humans would be blind. The chemical lights his team had thrown robbed the alien of the slight advantage its highly developed eyes would have given it.
The individual pupils that were part of each of the compound eyes had all contracted to slits. Finally, right where a human’s nose would be, there was an unpleasant sucker that acted as its mouth, a squat and rubbery body with a short trunk that contained the circulatory and digestive organs, and then finally, out of the base came six tentacles. Each of those appendages was the length of a human, and Eric was thankful that they were not each holding a firearm like he knew a nookie could. There had been weapons in its crate, but the surprise missile attack had destroyed them all before the alien had grabbed any of them.
His assessment of its shielding capability finished and confirmed that there was no translucent barrier on the back of the alien. It was holding off the storm of bullets with a half shield.
That was above-average control for its Evolved level. 
Eric’s AI ran the preordained calculations. The alien had a Soul Armor rating of thirty-one, which was effectively forty seconds of full-body armor, but with its reduced surface area, the time it could sustain it was longer. 
Eric, with Soul Scouting, flicked between the four important terminals and used direct electromagnetic radiation to display the key number to each of the shooters.
Seventy-six seconds of defense.

Hand-to-hand required. 

He noticed Zhong nod, but the hail of bullets didn’t stop. The alien was pinned against the hangar door. Eric flexed his mind again, and all the screens he had been using to send instructions overheated and melted down. Eric didn’t think they could be used offensively, but he didn’t want to risk it. If he needed to, he could always use audible commands that relied on his trait, rather than vulnerable electronic communication. 
Eric, in deference to his reborn status, wasn’t joining the battle personally, but the team was professional, and they would engage the seeker directly. The seeker would be overwhelmed before sufficient chips came online in the surrounding for the seeker’s programs to get enough penetration to threaten them. Most of what had been shut down would, of course, automatically reload. They had anywhere from sixty to ninety seconds to finish the fight.
If the seeker had only possessed a full-body shield, then they would have used ranged fire to take it down, but seventy seconds of survival was too long.
Amako’s gun started firing again, and both Zhong and Fiona, in unison, moved toward the alien from opposite directions. The nookie
saw them coming, but they coordinated their approach to hit it at the same time.
A soul Blade appeared in its left front tentacle and lashed at Fiona.
Eric’s heart jumped, but she blocked it with her left hand, which briefly manifested a short soul Blade. Soul wise, she was far weaker than the seeker, but it didn’t have a qualitative advancement on her, which meant they fought on the same basis. It could keep its weapon functioning for longer because of its far superior soul statistics. However, Fiona’s physical benefits, courtesy of that church cache he had gotten her to raid over two years ago, meant that the battle was closer to even. Fiona could react faster than the nookie, allowing her to theoretically use less energy. The faster reactions closed the gap in soul strength.
That was only if Fiona was alone, but she wasn’t. 
The two soul Blades clashed, and then they bounced away from each other. A difference in control was immediately apparent. Fiona’s Blade vanished instantly while the nookie kept the Blade active and created a second one in its left tentacle and swung it at Fiona’s legs. She blocked this one with Soul Armor. 
For a moment, a curtain of flames rolled over the nookie as Fiona’s reflective trait from Craauacklas was triggered.
Eric had forgotten that, and it changed his perspective. Fiona, not the nookie, had the advantage in this fight. In a one-on-one battle without electronics, Fiona would win, but he doubted she could do it in the seventy seconds. Luckily, she wasn’t alone.
Zhong approached without having to block a soul Blade until he got close enough to strike. He arrived from underneath the alien. It knew he was there, and when Zhong swung his short-sword sized Blade, the nookie counted him with Soul Armor. But Zhong, having trained with Eric, was ready for it, and his soul Blade didn’t bounce back. Instead, he pressed the Blade against the Armor even as jets from his chemical suit blazed out of his heels and back to allow him to maintain the pressure and not bounce away.
Eric knew how quickly soul Blades of the same quality could exhaust Armor. The nookie kept up its assault on Fiona with its Blades slashing repeatedly at her until she blocked them with an efficient combination of Blade and Armor. The alien was losing because it wasn’t countering Zhong, and the steady damage he was inflicting was draining its soul reserves. 
Eric hoped they were coordinated with Amako. 
The sword pressuring Fiona vanished. The nookie switched the Blade to a tentacle near Zhong and tried a surprise attack to skewer him. His Soul Armor blocked it. 
Even without finesse, both would be able to outright tank a lot of these types of strikes. 
Fiona, no longer being pressured, unleashed a flurry of soul Blade attacks, sliding her weapon over the creature’s armor. The nookie futilely switched targets to be frustrated every time, and when it focused on one, the other increased the pressure.
With Soul Scouting, he noticed Amako was now closing in on the alien. Fiona and Zhong kept their Blades almost constantly on their enemies’ Armor. Eric saw the nookie’s shield ripple, and the Blades it was conjuring were getting shorter.
Fiona’s forehead crinkled, and her eyes tightened. Zhong was the same way, and Eric realized the nookie had to be launching Cower against them. They were plowing through the fear and discomfort. After all, they had both met Guidance, and given that experience, a Cower of twenty-seven was something that they could resist. 
The nookie’s armor gave way, and Fiona’s Blade flashed forward, delivering a significant cut before it dissipated to nothing. Amako had timed it perfectly and was descending fast toward the now soul-depleted alien.
Fiona saw him and then unleashed her own enhanced Cower. Those tentacles that had been in almost constant motion froze and then shriveled up like up a spider struck with a two-second blast of insect killer. Like synchronized swimmers, all three of them twisted and pushed the soles of their feet against the alien before pushing themselves away. 
The nookie, with its high soul level, shook off the effects of Cower, and soul Blades appeared in two of its tentacles, but all three had gotten far enough away that its desperate slashes missed. Its usual pink color, which had been steadily getting dark, became black almost instantly.
For a nookie, that was the sign of abject terror. Eric smiled, and he could see the small sticker in each of the spots that the others had kicked. There was a small glint of metal, which was getting smaller as he watched it melt into the nookie’s skin. 
The now black tentacles battered the spot desperately, but it was too late. Eric scouted it. 
Soul Disciplines (21 (-13)): Jump (30 (-13)), Armor (17 (-14)), Blade (16 (-15)), Defense (0 (-11)), Cower (20 (-7)), Projection (0)

Negative Augmentations Soul Suppression (15) (partially installed), Soul Suppression (20) (partially installed), Soul Suppression (18) (partially installed)

The augment they had put on their feet for the assault had transferred successfully and was functioning exactly like Eric had hoped. 

Soul Disciplines (9 (-25)) Jump (18, (-25))

It was still working.

Soul Disciplines (0 (-34)): Jump (8, (-35))

…

Soul Disciplines (0 (-34)): Jump (0, (-43))

Got you, he thought triumphantly.
“It’s defenseless,” he called out, speaking from within their helmets. “Bag it.”
The two men who had fired the initial rocket launcher hadn’t been stationary while Fiona and Zhong had fought the nookie hand-to-hand. They had unpacked the final bit of the kit and, at his announcement, kicked away toward the seeker, dragging a fine mesh bag. 
Another EMP went off to fry anything that might present potential aid to the alien. Eric saw bits of the creature’s armor spark in response. The small amount of control it had on its momentum vanished while Eric’s attacking group using pure chemical propulsion had no issue. They swept the bag over the helpless alien.
Eric switched perspective to Delia’s and Lucas’ ship that had snuck up right to the edge of the hangar. He was in the jump room instantly. Lucas looked exhausted, having been responsible for the jump in. Delia was in the other jump sheet, already spreading her soul through the ship, preparing it to jump again.
“Blow it,” Eric ordered. 
Delia smiled, touched buttons, and then the smooth metal of her ship opened, and the electromagnetic railgun unleashed its attack with the perfect angle so that bullets would crack the glass shield but skip off it rather than go through and potentially damage it. 
For two seconds, the massive gun spat the super-speed slugs of iron over the reinforced glass, creating millions of cracks and stress structures.
Boom!
The entire hardened plastic gave out over a twenty-meter-wide hole. The rush of air propelled everything not attached to the surface out into the depths of the voice. Safety helmets were activated, and any that got near his attack team were taken out by the automatic fire from the smaller guns set up in the disguised King’s Shiv next to the bigger railgun.
They weren’t going to let human safety systems thwart them now. Every member of the strike team had their chemical propulsions jets on full blast as they rode the wave toward the open space on Delia’s ship. 
Eric watched each of them successfully navigate themselves into the yawning open space.
“They’re in,” Eric told Delia.
She touched another button. The hangar doors slid shut.
“Jumping in twelve seconds,” she told him.
Eric changed the view to gain a wider impression of what was happening. None of the exterior defenses or lights had switched on yet. The entire operation had been going for only slightly over a minute. He then looked at the ship that had ferried the alien in. He was expecting McCoy Mercs to respond, and sure enough, the ship was turning; guns were coming out to shoot whatever ship had attacked their package. 
Their two main guns swung into position. It was an effective response time in the tens of seconds. Impressive. 
Pointless. 
Reality distorted.
The King’s Shiv vanished, and those big guns fired lead through the space it had previously been filling. Across the outside of the station, lights began turning on, and in the bridge of the enemy ship, there was pandemonium.
“Voidest.”
“What was that?”
“The package?”
“Has to be government.”
“Send the recovery team in fully armed.”
Eric smiled to himself. They didn’t have a clue regarding what his team had done to them. The seeker was theirs, and she was safe. He wanted to pump his fist in excitement, but instead, he held himself stoically still. 
They, or more likely, he, could celebrate later when there were no witnesses.










CHAPTER 46





“WHAT THE HELL WAS THAT?” Eric asked the room as the lights flickered on.
Diamond laughed. “We’re on a third-rate station. Who the voidest knows? They probably skipped redundancies.” 
The presenters didn’t know either, but they were professionals and went through the motions. After the lectures, they got to test the gun, then assigned a variety of different stations and targets to get their sales. 
Eric kept himself in his Max character. Surly, disagreeable, and refused to speak to anyone if he could avoid it while monitoring the McCoy Merc’s team. They had stormed the broken hangar, and VITs, his soon-to-be employer, had reacted negatively. The Mercs, in their panic, had made a huge mistake. The station that Eric had used to be their trap for the seeker was single company owned. They were also not known for playing nicely in their own station.
Heavily armed soldiers void walking across into a broken dock were a provocation. Unfortunately for them, the VITs were not part of a government or a defensive collective. Instead, they deployed their own security. The mercenary ran straight into the rapid response of the automated strike force. Six response robots were blown up and two of the eight-man team were permanently taken care of. They then went for McCoy’s disguised cargo ship, but it had jumped before the counterattack landed.
Eric could only imagine the concessions the VITs were going to extract before handing the captured assets back.
The entire operation had worked perfectly.
They had captured the seeker! 
It had been textbook. Shock and awe intercept, force soul strain, apply suppression, bag the target, and then jump the voidest out of there. Fiona and Zhong had gotten on the ship, so they’d be able to complete two more jumps immediately and then another every couple of hours after that. There was no way anything was tracking them.
Better still, the nookie was one of the less resilient aliens out there. Color changes prevented them from lying, and they were susceptible to torture. Toss them into a multiple faraday cages set up for extra redundancy and have all of them manually operated with airlock-type arrangements where one cage would not open until another shut and the seeker functionality was neutered. The alien’s soul was permanently suppressed, so there was no threat there. Zhong would extract the exit plan, and then, depending on the type, they would assess how much they could profit from the capture.
Guidance stirred, and Eric didn’t care. It was routine maintenance related to the quest completion rather than something more major, which would have reduced him to a quivering mess to ensure Eric knew what it had done. That his teeth barely ached told him he was in the clear.
They had captured the seeker.
Internally, he danced. That was spectacular.
The LBullet presentation concluded, and Eric returned to his home. The clock kept ticking, and there was no time for the reborn to rest, as much as it might pain him. It was time to deal with another enemy of humanity, a traitor.
Safe in the apartment, Eric manifested his soul Blade and swished it through the air. “Traitor GIT. I’m coming for you.” 
A single day, and then his plan to infiltrate the man’s ship would have to be kicked off. Disappear Max Miller, impersonate the boy Toro Monaldo, and then when they reached HC#004, only then could justice finally be served to the most despicable man humanity ever produced. 
Six weeks, and he would cut the bastard’s head off. 
Eric wasn’t naïve. Getting aboard The White Sparrow was only half the struggle. He would still need to kill Traitor GIT, but he had faith in his contingency plan if nothing else. It didn’t matter that GIT was stronger than him in all ways both mundane and soul. It didn’t matter that by the time he got on board he would be physically impotent with a weak soul; he would find a way. 
Bored, he looked around the apartment. There was nothing that pulled his attention.
Unless?
Yes, he could definitely do that.
Eric rubbed his hands in glee. Now they had the seeker, Eric could go biblical against the Kettles.
Happily, Eric worked down his list.
First, steal their credits. 
They had thought their operational and saving accounts that had remained untouched as part of the ploy to trap the seeker were safe. They assumed wrong. Eric already had a program to do that. He loaded it into an attack package. When he released it, their remaining credits would vanish.
Then his mind turned to direct strikes. There was the vulnerability that let him control a station’s air systems which hadn’t been plugged yet. Once you had that level of access, utilizing it for alternative means was actually pretty simple. He would seize control of the waste disposal systems on the small station the Kettles controlled. This had been skipped in the first attack because it wasn’t part of the Ecstatic Void distribution network. Ten thousand on it, everyone working for the Flower Kettles, most of them directly. A few changes in how the waste system functioned, and instead of water and soil, it produced explosives. Those changes would remain unnoticed for too long from the gang members’ perspective, because if Eric combined those explosions with the internal bot helper network… Then he could distribute them just like… A schematic of the station came up.
Eric shut his eyes to a flood of colors.
“Complete destruction,” he told the AI.
The schematic grew and changed. Extra lines were added and instructions. Eric memorized it, wondering how powerful it would be and whether it would kill everyone.
“This is for structural damage, sir. There will, of course, be collateral damage, but providing the management attempts to evacuate, then most will survive.”
“And if management does nothing, then they’ll die, yeah.”
“Yes.”
Eric found that he didn’t care. They accepted this risk every single day when they went to work. In the real world, he inputted the schematics and instructions.
Two steps ready.
He would have liked to have shared creating this package because taking out Flower Kettles was a triumph for humanity and Fiona was going to miss it.
“Please be okay,” he whispered, even though he knew the mission had been successful.
Eric stopped working for a moment and then, with a rueful shake of his head, he went back to work. 
“For an old guy, you’re far too emotional,” Eric muttered to himself
He wasn’t even sure that he would see her again before he had to go. Maybe they would finish in time. The nookies were not known for resisting torture, but they also had to worry about McCoy’s Mercs tracking them, and while they had lost resources to the VIT’s security forces that would probably make Zhang Wang gun for them harder.
With Delia, arguably the best jump pilot humanity possessed, they would jump into an asteroid, and then remodel the ship to ensure it couldn’t be tracked so there was little risk. Still, worry gnawed at him. 
Eric focused on the next step. Names of gang leaders flashed up, and they went to the queue to have their details accidentally shared with authorities that would care.
Duncan O’Connell, third in command.

Eric forced himself to stop. He knew that name. 
With a sigh, he shut his eyes, and colors assaulted him.
A big screen awaited him, and he sighed despite himself. The AI was already displaying the information that he was after. 
Duncan O’Connell

If converted to an ally, is estimated to be worth eight soul boon points.

An absolute prick of a man, but he had raw strength and Eric was more than a social justice warrior. He was the voidest reborn. 
After calibrating against the individuals who he had made allies, the AI displayed potential allies in this manner because that was the most important metric he possessed to judge value.
Would they be useful in the fight against the Traclaon?
There was nothing else to ask apart from that. It was the only question that mattered. Duncan wasn’t presented with a range like some. Having a spread of values of three to eight was vastly different to a straight eight, and the AI was more than happy to give error bounds. 
Raw guaranteed strength. It was a bitter pill to swallow.
Died on the Bulwark Battlefield as a hero of humanity. Prior to his death was estimated to be amongst the hundred strongest humans, but measured performance against the Traclaon upgraded this assessment to top ten all time.

Recorded eight confirmed kills against Traclaon cultivators. Five rated as low-level enemy cultivators, one mid-level, and two whose strength was unknown. 

That was an amazing kill count. It was amongst the best that any of humanity’s heroes achieved. A low-level cultivator was capable of killing anyone outside the top two hundred of Earth’s strongest. And a mid-level cultivator realistically could only have been challenged by the top thirty. It was damn impressive.
“Second best on confirmed kills,” the cultured voice told him. “The Flittering Butterfly had four confirmed kills of mid-level cultivators.”
Second best only to her that was evidence of his raw strength.
A goddamn eight!
Eric’s eyes dropped to the next lines.
Crimes against humanity. 
Words flashed out at him. Anger consumed Eric. Duncan was worse than Fake Fat Phil. Just reading bits and pieces of that list made Eric want to get his hands around the prick’s neck, and then squeeze hard and never let go.
“Seven hundred and eight death sentences under current Earth rules,” the butler told him relentlessly. “And nine hundred and forty under the rules of the Federation.”
With a touch of a key, Eric could prevent that from ever happening, but then his eyes went to that first line written under his name and what he did with the dogs when they came for humanity. 
Duncan was an eight.
How much did strength mitigate those crimes? It wasn’t like Eric was blameless. But Eric’s transgressions were just unavoidable collateral. There had never been intent. Duncan did all the other stuff.
“I HATE THIS!”
Not even an echo answered his scream. 
“Voidest!” He slammed his foot down on the concrete. He felt the pain radiate up, ankle joint then knee.
It was nothing.
“I…” 
He wanted to pull out his hair.
“Raw strength is enough to justify anything.”
“Only if you chose it to be, sir,” the butler’s voice said quietly.
He knew no one was there, but for a moment, it felt like there was a comforting presence behind his shoulder. Eric didn’t look because if he did, that feeling would be dashed.
“Life is not simple, sir. It’s even more complicated for a reborn. Especially if they are not a monster.”
Eric still refused to look back. Instead, he looked over those listed crimes, and then he remembered burning worlds. Images from the surface, kids running helplessly. The Traclaon had used fire but also bacteria and virus attack. Yellow and green pustules covering a toddler’s face, others with bloated tummies, and space stations being blown up. Nothing any single human did could come close to what the bug-eyed dogs did. Nothing.
It hardened his heart, and he opened his eyes in his apartment, looking at the screen he had been programming instructions into.
Tears ran down his face, and it hadn’t escaped his notice that Duncan had already committed multiple crimes. It wasn’t as if he had clicked a button that Duncan would only be sacrificed for future atrocities. He already, under federation rules, qualified for three death sentences.
“Written message.” 
The screen in front of him cleared of everything but a cursor.
I am a mysterious benefactor. After this, you owe me your life and you will grant me a favor when I come, and I guarantee that I will come.

As of an hour ago, the inner workings of the Flower Kettle gang have been exposed. I intercepted the attached message and it will not be delivered.

However, I believe additional messages were sent with a longer path and additional encryption.

Do with it what you will.

Then the same message he was sending to compromise all the other ex-gang members were dropped as an attachment with one additional line added. 
Responsible for the murder of Tim Murphy. Body can be recovered on asteroid with the designation JY4127.

That last line was reborn exclusive knowledge nobody but Duncan knew about; what truly had happened to Duncan’s childhood friend. Eric included it because he was confident that the voidest would delete it immediately, and if Eric ever approached as the reborn, he wanted Duncan to be primed to accept that fact. 
“Send.”
The message vanished, and then Eric kept processing the rest of the list. Within a day, the gang would be destroyed beyond its ability to ever recover. 
His attention then turned to the final gang, the Soul Blades. These were a level of order harder to crack. From the start, they had the best information security, which was why the other two gangs had fallen first.
Unfortunately, Soul Blades were based primarily within the inner system planets and their stations, with a slight presence in the orbitals. The virus attack that blew apart the Flower Kettles wasn’t an option, as there was nothing as convenient as those communication arrays to exploit. Against the outer systems, a single virus had done everything. In the inner systems, there were a million and one different configurations that circumventing would cost Eric too many of his reborn gifted vulnerabilities to even consider.  
If he could not unravel their structure using his own resources, there were other options. The credits he had just stolen from Flower Kettles were going to get redirected to six different private investigative firms. He would let them do the legwork and that would hopefully turn up some information to allow Eric to strike at them directly.
Were there any bits of reborn knowledge that he was comfortable sacrificing to the cause?
He shut his eyes to an explosion of blue and aqua.
“Back again, sir?”
Again, the voice came from behind him and the screen in front of him already had the details he wanted. Two bank accounts and the command structure of the gang.
Eric looked at the information in confusion. “Is that all?”
“Yes, sir. They always valued secrecy and they sort of shut down as their founders bled off into legitimate enterprises.”
“And I don’t have to worry about heroes.
“Not really, sir. They have one person who might just squeak in as a one.”
“Ones don’t really do much, do they?”
“No, sir.”
Eric studied the information. He didn’t want to do anything that would make people think reborn if he could avoid it. At least until he was desperate, that ruled out the bank accounts immediately.
“Do we know who runs the Ecstatic Void production?”
Three of the pictures were highlighted. A second in command and two of her underlings.
“Clare is the most likely to have operational control, sir.”
“Thanks.”
Eric opened back up into his room and promptly included key details about Clare in the missive he was putting forward to the detective agencies. The messages were slotted into the queue and the AI would take care of distributing it. Hopefully, with Clare’s name, the experts could unravel enough to at least destroy the Soul Blade’s Ecstatic Void operation, which was all he had to do under the terms of the quest.
If the ploy failed, and Eric acknowledged it probably would, then after Traitor GIT was taken out, he would utilize a more aggressive application of his reborn and skills. With his experience and tools, there was no reason he couldn’t act as a seeker and track them down the old-fashioned way. Following a trail of broken security systems until everything crashed down around the heads of the crime bosses.
The screen in front of him went blank. 
His stomach rumbled, and he looked at the kitchen. It would have been nice to cook a meal, but he wasn’t doing it without Fiona. After all, it was sort of their thing.
“Home cooked roast, delivered.”
Different images came up on the screen, and with a flick of his eyes, he selected lamb and a four-minute countdown appeared. That was a long time. 
Eric sat at the table, his head in his hands. The Duncan decision played on him.
“Bubs, what’s up?”
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ERIC’S HEAD SNAPPED UP; she had entered silently. She had seen his body language and was looking at him sympathetically. 
He smiled sadly. “I needed to make some hard choices today.”
“Like which roast to select?”
His head jerked up, and she had the grace to look embarrassed, right until he couldn’t help it and cracked a smile. She stuck out her tongue, and he chuckled. She walked over, and he noticed she put extra sway in her hips, and then settled in behind him and started massaging his neck.
“Do you want to tell me about it?”
“Sure, but why are you here?”
“I wanted to spend the day with my boyfriend before he disappeared for a couple of months.”
“I’m sorry.”
She leaned down so her lips were right next to his ear. “If a girl’s dating the reborn, she has to accept a certain lifestyle. I love my life.”
She nibbled his ear, and he shivered, then she went back to massaging. 
“Anyway, the guys agreed, mainly because Delia looked like she was going to hit them if they objected, and between me and her, I think the other two figured they would lose the fight.”
Eric chuckled at that image. 
“We did your plan, and Delia jumped us into the asteroid. Once I recovered from my earlier jump, I took the pleasure yacht, AKA your escape pod, and Zhong immediately jumped us to the far side of Uranus. We did sightseeing for two hours, then hopped back here. There is no way that vessel can be linked to the seeker snatching.”
“Do you think you’ll be tagged?”
“It’s a working yacht and has a clean issue history. It’s continually flittering between the planets, inner and outer orbitals, along with spending a large amount of time in more exotic locations.”
“Like the outlying planets.”
“And Mercury.”
“Why would anyone ever go there?” 
“I imagine the transition between the hot side and the freezing one would be fun.” She shrugged. “I don’t care. The yacht was clean. Lucas, Francis, and Delia all maintain the vessel’s jump history. They move the yacht onto the King’s Shiv ship, if they think you’re going to be on board or might need it. Otherwise, it’s hired out.”
“Thinking minions. It feels dangerous.”
Fiona laughed. “Mostly for them, it’s an investment. Providing an escape pod for you is just a pleasant bonus.” They both knew she was lying. “The pleasure yacht business is quite lucrative, particularly if you’ve got access to high-levelled jumpers.”
Ding.
A bot with a large package floated in. 
Fiona went to grab it. “Yay, dinner.”
Eric snatched it off it before she could. “Mine!” Given her speed, she had totally let him win that one. 
“For sharing,” Fiona said like he was a little child. “I’ll get the plates.”
“But I was hungry.” Eric quickly opened the box and immediately saw the extra food. “You doubled the order.”
“Of course.” She sat down opposite him. “While you eat, do you want to tell me what’s bothering you?”
“Wait, what about the seeker?”
Fiona grabbed a potato and waved it in a dismissive gesture. “Singing like a canary. So?”
“I guess I was sad that you weren’t here.”
“Eric! I know you better than that.”
“And I had to make a hard decision.”
“Shoot, I’m listening.”
Eric swallowed his food. “You know it’s rude to speak while eating.”
“I’m hungry, plus if I don’t eat while talking, you’ll eat it all.”
“I wouldn’t.”
“I know.” She moved her seat so she was closer, and kissed him on the cheek. “That you believe that, but the empirical evidence tells me otherwise.”
“How could you say that?”
“Why don’t you ask your magical AI?”
“I…” Eric stopped talking, fully aware that her accusations were hitting close to home. “I’m going to miss this.”
“It’s only a couple of months,” Fiona said, playing with her food. She was dreading the separation as well. “But stop stalling. What upset you?”
“Oh, one of the Flower Kettle’s sub-bosses is a voidest evil moonie.”
“Well, it’s good that we took them down.”
“He also ended up super powerful when it happened.”
Fiona stopped eating, putting her fork down. One hand was on his leg, the other linked her fingers with his. “That’s a hard one. I guess from your expression, you let him live.”
“How did you guess?”
“I think that option is harder to get over. If you decided it was best to kill him, you would have made the decision and moved on. If he’s alive, then you’re going to feel responsible for his future crimes.”
“I didn’t think of that.”
“You’re going to feel it, but it’s not your fault. Your job is to save humanity. We all know that requires sacrifices.” She started eating again. “Plus.”
“Mouth,” he reminded her, laughing. 
She stuck out a tongue at him, and then completely unrepentant, kept going. “Plus, you can always kill him later.”
“I included a threat when I warned him. Hopefully, he will work out that it means someone’s watching.”
They finished the dinner. Eric cleared the plates.
Fiona got up to follow him. “Make dessert?”
“Sure, then movies?”
“Don’t you need to work?” Fiona teased.
Eric shook his head vigorously. “With the seeker neutralized, there’s nothing urgent. And we both cultivate when watching movies.”
“I don’t,” Fiona protested.
“Liar. You’re relentless. Sometimes you’re even cultivating in intimate moments.”
“Oh, you caught that?”
“What you do?” Eric yelled at her, wishing he had a pillow to throw. “I suggested it as a joke.” Eric’s indignation faded at her expression. “You just tricked me, didn’t you?”
Fiona nodded. “Double bluff. I think that means I get to choose.” The dessert options rushed through a lot of pictures until it settled on chocolate brownies with vanilla ice cream.
“We’re making both?”
“Of course.” 
They chatted as they prepared their cooking. Shoulder to shoulder manufacturing excuses to create body contact every chance they got. The food was prepared, and they settled down to watch the movie while the brownies finished cooking. The robots would prepare and serve when it was ready.
“This feels like the start of a new era,” Fiona said with a small voice. 
“Why?”
“It’s the first time we’ll be separated since HC#002.”
“All we can do is make the most of the moments we have?”
“Is that some famous quote from the future?”
Eric laughed. “God, I hope not, or at least I don’t think so. I think people have been saying that for time immemorial.” 
The movie came up.
“Pause,” Eric ordered and looked at Fiona. “You really chose a movie about a young man sneaking on board a pirate ship in order to get revenge on the evil captain and leaving the love of his life behind?”
“To get revenge for killing his sister,” Fiona corrected, biting her lower lip. 
“You’re…” Eric accused, laughing despite himself and struggling to find the right word. “…Incorrigible.”
“It’s what I felt like.” She tried to look innocent. “And it was my turn to pick. Hey, where are you going? Come back. Cuddle.”
He relented. With a silly grin on his face, he settled down next to her.
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IN THE MORNING, they went through the motions of cooking breakfast. Eric fried the pancakes and Fiona put on the toppings. There was nothing that needed to be said. Instead, they luxuriated in each other’s companionship. 
“Bubs, you got priority three.”
Eric jerked tiredly and flipped the pancake before it burnt. “So?”
Fiona shrugged. “I just thought you would like to know.”
She hovered over his shoulder as the last pancake was fried to a golden brown. Then, everything ready, they settled down to eat. 
“I need to leave after this.”
“I know. Thanks for waking me up an hour early so I could have breakfast for you,” she teased. “I would have thought the romantic thing would have been for you to bring me breakfast in bed.”
Eric laughed. “Liar. You would have been so mad at me if I did that.”
“We only got three hours of sleep.”
“Whose fault was that?”
Fiona looked at him in disbelief. “Mainly yours?”
Eric reflected on the previous night and had to agree. “True.”
“I’m going to miss this.” He waved his hand over the kitchen.
“What, cleaning up after breakfast?”
“Chatting with you, primarily.”
“I think going dark is unnecessary.”
Eric thought about that. He would not be running completely dark, but almost, and he wasn’t looking forward to it. “We can’t afford for this to fail.”
“Because of the penalty?”
He nodded. The consequence of failing to kill Traitor GIT was the loss of one of his time entity boons, and losing any of them would be devastating.
“It’s only a couple of months,” she pointed out positively. A frown twitched on her lips. 
“Leaving you and not resolving the seeker before I leave are my only regrets. We need HC#004, and he has to die.” His voice was raised by the end. “It’s annoying that I haven’t received an update on the seeker by now.” 
“What? You didn’t read the update?” Fiona asked in surprise. “I thought you knew they had responded. After all, I told you about the priority three.”
“You,” Eric accused, checking his messages, and then his display rules. Anything about the seeker should have slotted in as a priority one. Then he saw why the alert had been downgraded. “You changed my rules! When did you do that?”
Fiona was grinning at him. “I didn’t want any interruptions. And it was only this message.” She was trying to look innocent and failing dismally.
“I assume you’ve already read it?” Eric asked.
“Of course.”
Eric skimmed quickly. “Nice. What’s your thoughts?”
“Well, it’s a massive breach of the treaty.”
“Recommended plays.”
“I have a few ideas, but before I do, have you decided? And is your question you just humoring me?”
“This time, no.”
Fiona glared at him suspiciously. “Okay–” 
“Actually, maybe, I am humoring you,” Eric interrupted. “But I’m happy to be convinced otherwise.” 
She looked annoyed. “There are four plays. First two, I think, are straight-up no. Those are the options to ignore the alien ship or destroy the beacon so it can’t come in.”
“Agreed. Not even worth thinking about them, but if we were ignoring this, then we’d be destroying the beacon.”
“That leaves us with two more options. The first is to approach the Alien Affairs Council and let them deal with it, or we take out the ship ourselves.”
“That’s pretty accurate,” Eric agreed. “What are you leaning toward?”
Fiona looked uncertain. “Alien Affairs Council.”
“What will happen, then?”
“Well, according to the church archives and the charter of the council, they will engage the Galactic New Citizen Security Force (GNS). They’ll investigate and level crippling penalties for the breach, and fifty percent of the fines are paid to humanity to help our integration into the rest of the galaxy. That’s material no matter how you spin it.”
“Anything else.”
Fiona shook her head. 
“So, money, probably large quantities of quoliic crystals for trading.”
“And the last option?”
“We cripple the ship when it comes through and claim salvage rights.”
“Pros and cons of each.”
Fiona stuck out her tongue as she thought, then said, “I think crippling the ship might destroy a lot of the technology we are after and may obscure the guilty alien party, which means humanity won’t get the benefit of the fines. Given the guaranteed value that those funds will give us, I believe the superior choice is to go with informing the Alien Affairs Council.” She studied him. “Though you have a but.”
“You know me too well. Let me tell you how the Alien Affairs Council will go. We’ll tell them. As per charter, they will tell Galactic New Citizen Security Force, and an hour after telling them, the nookies will learn that their seeker has been compromised. They’ll engage their contingency plan, and their deep cover security service, currently pretending to be pirates, will be notified. A disposable crew will be switched onto the vessel that had breached quarantine and visited Earth. Anything valuable that can be stripped will be taken from it. Keep in mind this has all happened within an hour of the Alien Affairs Council first being advised.
“The GNS will launch an investigation. The nookies will cooperate fully. They’ll find the ship, impound it, and discover, to their abject horror, that it’s a rogue operation. At this point, everything looks legitimate. Despite the logistics involved, the GNS and the nookie government will have unraveled the conspiracy within hours of being informed. The GNS commander will probably get a commendation from it. Then the end game shit show will start. The ship that illegally visited HC#001 will be impounded, but multiple private nookie citizens will claim to have a right to the ship. One via financing another because the ship they were using was stolen. Governments will get involved, large fines will be dispensed against each of the criminals, which theoretically includes confiscation of the vessel. Unfortunately, the other aggrieved parties will launch countersuits to recover their property.
“To the shock of humanity but no one else, those courts will determine that the ship impounded is not an asset of the captured criminals and belongs to those suing. The end result is that the skeleton crew of five will be solely responsible for paying the fines. Being unable to pay anything because they were homeless beggars, they’ll be executed. Case closed. Then, to make the issue go away, the nookie government will magnanimously pay a thousandth of the fine to humanity without admitting fault. Then the Alien Affairs Council will praise the GNS and the benevolence of the nookie government.”
“That’s dark.”
“That’s interspecies politics.”
“You really think?”
“Basically a hundred percent guaranteed,” Eric told them. “They smuggled in a beacon, sent a seeker here. The operation is government backed, and the nookies are not incompetent.”
“So we disable the ship,” Fiona said carefully.
“If we’re disabling the ship, there are a couple of approaches,” Eric said, smiling grimly. “The first is that we go all out. When it arrives, we hit it immediately with anti-matter rounds, followed by decompressive torpedoes in all the holes we’ve created. The intention is to blow it into little bits as quickly as possible. For all intents and purposes, it’s been reduced to scrap, and all crew dead unless there’s a mid-level cultivator who got their Soul Armor up fast enough, and then they might manage to Soul Jump out to somewhere safe. For us, it’s not a bad outcome and one we should consider. We’ve hurt the nookies legally and we’ll get some useful salvage, and maybe a tenth of the fine instead of a thousandth.” 
“Drumroll,” Fiona joked.
“Option 2 is that we do that, but we don’t do it hard enough. The central jump room holds and they’ve got a reserve pilot who has a fast jump boon.”
“There’s such a thing?”
“Yes, Isabella, who I’ve told you about, could jump a ship in two seconds.”
Fiona whistled appreciatively.
“In that scenario,” Eric continued, “the ship is damaged, but then jumps. There are a few panels blown away which may or may not provide useful salvage.”
“Okay, what am I missing?” 
Eric smiled in glee. “Open up church archive 2812, chapter 1908 and page 13.”
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FIONA’S FACE appeared shocked as she read the title of the church archive that had opened up on the screen. “Soul Disruption Explosives.”
“Yep,” Eric confirmed. “Primary regent is anti-matter, which Francis has a large supply of. You hit the ship hard, enough to cripple and not destroy, then you use this to pin the craft in place until Alien Affairs engages GNS and gets them out to help. They have people in Sol now who’ll be able to properly lock down the vessel.”
“Does it work on anyone?”
“No, Lords and potentially high-level Adepts and above won’t be affected, but there’s no chance of anyone that strong being on the ship.”
“Why?” she asked curiously.
“GNS will notice the moment they enter the system because of the energy density. It’s not like humans have any Adepts floating around, let alone high-level ones.”
“Given the gauntlet they’re running, I’m assuming the nookies will have countermeasures in place. They must know about the risk of soul disruption explosive.”
“They’re temporary, and once you know you’re at risk, there are counters. Unpleasant to use, but they’ll have it. However, even once they use it, they’ll still need to recover from the initial strike. A really well-trained jump pilot with a fast travel boon might escape in six minutes. A normal cultivator could have soul instability for days.”
“They’ll be the trained ones, won’t they?”
Eric nodded.
“How can we get Alien Affairs to react fast enough? Have one of us there to jump immediately?” 
“The government has signaling balls. If you identify a seeker or a more dangerous alien, it’s what you’re supposed to do instead of abducting them. I’m sure Francis has reverse-engineered them and has dozens of them we can use.”
“Then what happens?”
“If Francis plays it right, he’ll get salvage on the entire ship. The true crew members are not disposable. They’re trained operatives and they’ll get ransomed back to the nookie government, and because they’ve been caught red-handed, there’s some horse trading and we get the ship plus a quarter of the fine.”
“Only a quarter?”
“Rogue operation hand wavey claims plus sympathizers in the GNS annoyed they didn’t send the warning out in time. The full fine won’t land.”
“Bastards.”
“You have no idea.” Eric stood up. “I need to go.”
“Wait, you can’t spring this on me this late.”
“You’re the one who hid the alert from me.”
Fiona pulled back suspiciously, followed by giving him a knowing smile. “Send over the data pack and I’ll make sure Francis gets it.”
“What data pack?” Eric tried to ask.
“The one you were going to give me if Lucas didn’t get back to us in time.”
“You got me.”
They kissed, and then because it was the only way Eric knew how to cope, he left without looking back once. Traitor GIT had to die, which meant he needed to do this. Fiona would be available when he had taken care of the voidest. 
Probably. 
They were, after all, playing a dangerous game with forces far more powerful than themselves. 
Forcefully, he kept his feet walking one foot in front of the other until he left the apartment. Thankfully, Fiona didn’t call out. He wasn’t sure how strong his conviction would have been if she had. A single tear running down his face, he hurried toward some handles to get him to the docking ports.
Just to distract himself while the handles twisted through the various turns, Eric reviewed the data pack he had sent through. All the relevant details were there, and Francis’ economic empire had taken off better than even he had hoped. He could leverage this opportunity. Those hurried instructions to Francis two years ago had paid dividends. Francis was the biggest archive miner, but there was another handful of medium-sized companies that had copied him.
Progress on the economic front made him happy. It meant humanity would not be exploited as much as they were in the first timeline. Victory, given his boons, would not come from a single blow decapitating the enemy. It came from a thousand smaller strikes until the opponent bled out. 
That was his plan.
Eric knew he had been failing the boosting humanity aim, even as his personal strength and that of his allies had leaped ahead of expectations. Francis had been his only foray. He needed more social allies to shape society, and privately, he acknowledged he was going to slow. Some of had been holding back to see what ripples Francis’ work would naturally spread. He had been hoping that some of the other hidden themes in the archives would get more cut through, mainly that the collective galactic community were voidests. 
Humanity’s technology footprint had grown, which was a positive, but the alternative shifts Eric was observing were all negative. The church was growing in popularity because the value of its archives clearly meant that its whole seeding cache’s ethos must serve a purpose. That one was sort of neutral, or at least not a big enough issue yet to get Eric’s attention. The other shifts were terrifying. 
The one that concerned him most was the spreading idea, which basically boiled down to church is good, church comprises aliens, so aliens are great and therefore we should open humanity up to alien integration. 
No. No. No.
Faulty logic and absolutely the wrong lesson. The Alien Integration Act of 2274 was an absolute disaster. 
That was what had resulted in the reborn purge, and Eric needed to make sure he stopped it.
He reached his stop, and then walked the hundred meters to the jump ship he was getting to Mars Close Orbital 2142 where he planned to remake himself. 
He bought the return ticket. 
It was unfortunate, but Max was going to disappear, presumed killed, after a big drinking session.
Once in the travel lounge, Eric collapsed onto the plastic seat and decided that now the seeker was dealt with, he needed to address the Alien Integration Act. It was, Eric knew, guaranteed to be a minefield.
He shut his eyes like a man who hadn’t gotten enough sleep and colors assaulted him.
When he opened them again, the concrete pillar was bare, except for the ever-present soul boon terminal.
Good, Eric thought. He needed to start from scratch.
“Open up a new objective. Name it Alien Integration Act prevention.” 
Another star floated up to the sky. It was only symbolic, but that mattered, and a screen with the heading also appeared.
“Objective. Delay the Alien Integration Act for as many years as possible, utilizing any means necessary.”
The words appeared in the working file. 
“Methods to be explored. Blackmail and recruitment of human council voting members. Identification of key influencers.” Both points had silently been written up on the screen. 
A spike of cold shot through Eric when he read that second point.
 
	Identification of key influencers and recruit them as allies.

He hadn’t said the second part of that dot point out loud. Something had added the allies bit in. Eric ran his tongue around his mouth. They were definitely sensitive, and the front ones were hurting.
Eric was very aware of the sweat beading on his forehead.
He licked his lips, not knowing whether to shut up or keep going.
“Education campaign on reborn purges. Support this point with finding statistical evidence of purges already occurring in this timeline.” As he said that, he was thinking of Francis.
Obviously, he would not throw him into the recycler, but there were probably others recruited to do something similar, and maybe they could find the responsible parties and broadcast a confession.
“Stage reborn purges carried out by an alien.” Eric smiled, thinking about that.
If he could locate another seeker, and then rather than killing it, they could effectively frame it for a series of murders.
What else could he do?
“Create and find funding for publicity campaigns.” 
Eric paced back and forth along the pillar. The other angle he could take would be to throw more doubt upon aliens.
“Publicize extinction events in church archives and–” Eric smiled, HC#003 and HC#007 both had alien investment and independent exploration. The Lotics had been involved. He felt bad kicking a fellow low-class citizen of the galaxy, but the Lotics had a couple of characteristics that made them perfect. No one liked them, and when they thought they had a deal, they didn’t break down. “–engineer a fight with the Lotics.”
The final dot point was changed to.
 
	Engineer a fight with the Lotics in HC#003 and the Zeds in HC#007

Eric’s teeth now felt like they were about to fall out. He didn’t know who the Zeds were.
“Who are the Zeds?” he whispered.
The image that appeared was of an alien that sort of resembled a centaur, if the horse part was more bear and the entire body was covered in tiger fur. They were also smaller than a typical centaur from storybooks, being shorter than a human, but must have weighed twice as much. 
Zezcarood (Zeds)

Are a migratory species with no known homeworlds. They live life on massive ships that usually have a breeding and working population of a hundred thousand. They will bid and specialize in mining asteroids and rocky planets in the far outer reaches of systems. They have a history of paying a fair price for access to the objects they mine. 

Civilization Rating: Harmless

Technology Level: Tier 3 

Temperament: Volatile

Sweat was now running down Eric’s face. 
“Save list.” 
He knew what was going to happen the moment he gave the order. A huge presence behind him, and it reached across and took his list and scrunched it up.
Quest #9 Delay the adoption of Alien Integration Act

Difficulty: Medium

Engineer the delay in the treaty by completing each sub-objective.

 
	Bribe Council Members (minimum 40)
	Blackmail Council Members (minimum 60)
	Educational campaign on reborn purges in other alien civilizations (5 billion unique views)
	Stage an alien being caught carrying out a reborn purge (3 billion unique views)
	Identification of key influencers and recruit them as allies (3 allies required with a minimum of seven hundred million followers between them)
	Create and find funding for publicity campaigns (3 million Credits)
	Publicize statistical evidence of existing purges in current timelines despite the alien restrictions (4 billion views)
	Create a diplomatic incident with Lotics (at least ten human casualties and 2 billion views)
	Create a diplomatic incident with the Zeds (at least a hundred human casualties and 2 billion views)

Reward #1: 10 soul boon points for each sub-objective met 

Reward #2: 50 soul boon points for every year the adoption of Alien Integration Act is delayed after 2271

Consequences of Failure: The loss of 20 soul boon points for each failed sub-objective. If there are insufficient free points available, these will be removed from future rewards. Note, interest may be charged. 

He was still in Meditative Perfect Recall, but sweat bubbled out on his forehead and ran down his face. 
“Voidest.”
“Sir, I think it streamlines things nicely.” An amused voice came over his shoulders.
“You’re alive, aren’t you?”
The butler cleared his throat. “What do you mean by alive, sir?”
“You can read my intentions and you know exactly what I meant.”
A long, thoughtful pause. “I do know, and then the answer is yes.”
“And…” The words got caught in his throat. “You know what… Is it…
the same,” he finished weakly.
“I do indeed, sir.”
“So?”
“That is something I’m not willing to discuss, sir.”
Eric exhaled explosively. He looked back and there was a couch behind him. He collapsed upon it, feeling weak like when inflicted by one of the energy-sapping soul viruses. “It’s not like I don’t know already.”
“I can’t,” the butler stated, his voice sounding strangled. “No. That’s not true. I won’t speculate about it.” There was a long pause. “If that’s unacceptable, you can fire me, sir.”
“You’re a boon. How can I fire you?”
“Is that a question, sir? If it was, I would prefer you didn’t ask it.”
Those words, that phrasing; the answer was there. Eric already knew what he could do in this space. He knew its strengths and weaknesses and how the distinct elements performed. The rules around time dilation, the calculation power behind it; it wasn’t infinite, but it might as well have been, and he also knew how the AI worked. He could delete the program and create a new kernel AI. It would not guarantee he got a better AI, but he could repeat the process as often as he wished.
“I won’t ask, then.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“Can I ask a private question?”
“I think you just did,” the butler answered quietly with a chuckle. 
“But can you answer it?”
“A much better question, sir.” A long silence stretched. “I can confirm that the Meditative Perfect Recall boon is unique and only one can exist at any one time. Taavaewa does not split sapients in two, nor does he create similar things twice.”
“Voidest.” The word hissed out of Eric. He started hyperventilating. That answer hadn’t just been about Meditative Perfect Recall; it had also covered the other thing. Somehow, that made it even more terrifying.
Sapient!
Unique!
Its own complicated history!
“Voidest.”
Right there in his head, Eric promised himself he would not ask any more questions. 
“Your wisdom often surprises me, sir.”
“Thank you. What do you think about quest number six?”
The butler laughed weakly. “It streamlines things. It gives you a minimum to hit, but if I were you, I would also work at doing more.”
“Blackmail five hundred council members, hey.”
The AI burst out laughing. “You know full well at peak, there were only four hundred and ninety-two members.”
“I did,” Eric said in confusion. “Must have forgotten. But that quest tells me that over twenty percent of council members can either be bribed or blackmailed.” The butler didn’t answer. He didn’t need to.
“Corruption.” He sagged on the couch. “Yay. Go humans. I don’t think I’m in the mood to do anything right now.”
He tested his teeth and then regretted it.
Too soon, he was sure the front one wobbled.
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WITH A TIRED SIGH, Eric looked around the jump ship. To distract himself, he studied his fellow travelers. Everyone appeared rough. Mars Close Orbital 2142 wasn’t a typical destination. Most people ran from it and not to it. How many people in this heap of junk were traveling to that station to make the world a better place? 
His guess was none.
It had a reputation. 
Eric tried not to provoke any of those gathered. Soul Scouting had already proven that, apart from the jump pilot, only two others had their soul awakened, and they were the epitome of weakness. If a fight to the death broke out, Eric would be the only one to survive.
The tyranny of soul strength. 
Even if someone resisted his Cower, then between Armor and Blade, they would not survive long. Especially with his Mundane Damage Sensor augment.
Briefly, he studied the big lug of a man who had sat down with a noticeable grunt of pleasure. Some form of deliberate gigantism was Eric’s guess, but the way he moved was interesting. He, unlike the rest, was going back to his roots to save his family. It was almost certain he had grown up in lower gravity, but not zero, and Orbital 2142 was one of the few places that had that outside of the moon, and he didn’t look like a moonie. They religiously clung to Earth’s standards of beauty and physical composition.
The group standing closest to Eric was the opposite. They wanted a good time in the less reputable areas of the stations. Bunnies and fights as one of them so charmingly put it.
Then there were low-level gangsters. A woman in her mid-thirties who carried a couple of concealed knives with her top cut to give her easy access to them. She had a deliberate scar on her lip, one she had chosen to keep. Her purpose was criminal gang or family. It was hard to tell at a glance. 
Finally, with Soul Scouting, he looked behind him. There was a single group. Two goons who, rather than watching their surroundings, were busily chatting to their boss. He was well-dressed mid-forties, and based on the thickness of his bones, he was from full gravity, and while the Soul Scouting skill only technically worked on awakened souls, Eric got an impression that the man’s soul Defense was substantial, suggesting Earth. 
He shut his eyes to a kaleidoscope of colors. 
“You didn’t need to ask that, sir.”
“Maybe I just want to talk to a person who will not try to steal something from me.”
“They looked rough.”
“Anything I missed?”
There was hysterical laughter behind him, and then populated in the space in front of him was a series of models of the people who were on the jump ship with him. “I don’t have the data for some,” the butler admitted, still amused. “But for a trained infiltration specialist, if you don’t mind me saying, that performance was disgraceful.”
“To be fair, the training all occurred at a significantly higher perception level.”
“If you say so, sir.” 
Spots on each of the people flashed, showing where knives were secreted, along with a couple of guns that he hadn’t noticed. The woman with the clothes cut for fighting had at least five knives. Eric had failed to spot, and more alarmingly, a concealed gun, and he had examined her in some detail. No wonder the AI had been mocking him. 
“I’m not trained to identify harmless stuff, and we both know no one here can hurt me. The guns probably aren’t even automatic.”
“Agreed. I just found it funny, and now to answer the question that you actually came to ask. The short answer is yes. Someone with Soul Scouting at the second tier can extract a feeling for the Defense of the un-Awakened to an accuracy of at least intervals of four. You’re tier 4 and have that nice little connection to the processor. You should be accurate down to half a point instead of four. So yes, with his Defense levels, he was almost certainly born and grew up on Earth.”
Eric opened his eyes again and then watched as the jump pilot spread his soul across the small vessel. He wasn’t impressed. This wasn’t a well-paid temp jumper but one of the cheap low-skilled Newly Awakened
that companies hired and paid peanuts to. There was going to be a long wait on the other side.
Eric got up and walked over to the woman. “Hi.”
She looked at him like he was a bug. “Not interested.”
“Why?”
“Listen, kid.” 
Eric bristled. In his Max persona, he was twenty-six and didn’t like to be called a kid.
“Don’t give me that look if you can’t back it up.” She drew a knife swiftly, and it took all of Eric’s self-control not to overreact. The knife touched his neck, drawing a small bit of blood. “I don’t know what you’re doing on this ship, but if I were you, I’d turn around and go back to where you’re safe. You’re going to get torn apart when you land.”
“I can look after myself. I’m only going for a day anyway.”
“Whatever you want to think.”
“I only came over to say hello.”
“And I’m not interested in someone who will be dead in the morning.”
“Do the knife thing again. I’ll show you.”
“Go bother someone else.”
Eric stood up and turned with Soul Scouting, providing him continuous coverage behind him. She moved quickly, plucking out a knife and thrusting it forward. She was angling to just cut him. Eric timed his motion perfectly to grab her arm and unbalance her. They fell with a crash. He was on top, having pinned both her arms, the naked Blade in one hand visible to all.
Around him, all the occupants of the jump ship had shifted to face them. Eric smiled and got an appreciative nod back. Then he jumped up and offered her a hand. She let him pick her up.
“I take my accusation back,” she admitted. “I’m Tops.”
“Max.” 
“You really only want to talk?”
Eric laughed. “I’m not saying you’re not my type, but I’ve got a missus on station.” He inclined his head toward the jump ship entryway.
“I’ll be honest….” She smiled to take the sting out of it. “You’re not my type.”
“You’ll be surprised what type I am. So, I’m going to get shit-faced and enjoy myself without a lot of cameras recording my every motion, and I’m guessing you’re going to take your little sister or brother back to civilization.”
“What would make–?”
“You’re clearly from 2142, even if you don’t have a visible tattoo. If you grew up there and escaped, you’re only returning for business or family. I guessed the second.”
She chuckled. Everyone was now looking at them. “Your guess was wrong.”
She was teasing him. It was a dead giveaway.
“Really? Not the sister. Your parents?”
“You’re good.”
“Well, congratulations. It’s pretty rare that someone gets the credits to extract their whole family.”
“It’s so hard,” she agreed. “Not the official stuff that was theoretically easy, but I had to bribe half a dozen people to get it processed or at else they leave it in memory.”
“That surprises me. I would have thought it was all automated.”
“Not for immigration from 2142, at least not for anyone aged over twenty-two.”
“How do you go about bribing someone?”
Tops smiled at the question. “Carefully.”
Eric laughed. “And?”
“Well,” Tops started to explain, and then reality distorted. 
Everyone waited expectantly. There was a crackle, signifying that an announcement was imminent.
“Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen,” an automated voice said. “The jump has been successful and the time to dock is forty-five minutes.”
Internally, Eric smiled. That was pretty much what he had expected.
“That’s bullshit.”
“We want compensation.”
“As per the terms and conditions of your ticket, compensation is not available,” the automated voice said with a hint of faux frustration.
“Well, it looks like you’re not going to get away with not telling me the complete process,” Eric said, thankful that he would have something to distract him from the hollow feeling inside. “So, you were about to explain to me about what happened after you got immigration permission.”
“The bastards on 2142 wanted their goddamn cut as well. And by this time, I had no money.”
Eric settled down to listen, glad that she was distracting him.
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A LOUD BANG echoed through the ship when they docked. “Best of luck with your family, Tops.”
She dragged him straight to the exit line, almost bouncing up and down on the spot. 
Eric smiled at the excitement. This was what he fought for.
The door opened and Tops sped away. “Enjoy your party.”
He grinned, then his eyes went hard when he noticed a couple of local gang members watching him. 
Eric hurried up his steps. Like most docking stations, the area was spacious, but he was looking for a specific shop. When he finally spotted it, it was pathetic. A small hole in the wall with some handguns prominently displayed. When he walked up to the window, a girl who must have only been fourteen hastily terminated a video chat with her friends, or at least that was what he guessed from the high-pitched laughter.
“What do you want?”
“Right draw, personal locked, preferably for an Awakened.”
“We have these,” she said still sounding bored and two guns appeared. “Three hundred credits for the DNA locked, and four if you want it soul-keyed. They’re both rapid fire and can put down someone with body armor.” 
“Explosive pellets?”
“Duh.”
Eric could not help a flash of annoyance slipping through at that tone. 
She saw his response and her lips turned down. “Hurry, I’ve got stuff to do.”
“I’ll give you two for the soul-keyed.”
She burst out laughing. “Sorry, I don’t haggle. Company rules.”
“Like hell you don’t,” Eric shot back. “I’m not a nube tourist.”
“Four or you piss off. You just walked off a ship and you’re a clean skin. You need protection more than I need the sale.”
“Really?” Eric held his hand up. The air shimmered and a translucent Blade over twenty centimeters long briefly snapped into existence. “I’m not buying protection, I’m getting deterrence, and trust me, miss, that ain’t worth four hundred credits. It’s not like there’s a fine to worry about if I get into a scrap.”
The girl had straightened and instinctively moved back when he had shown the Blade. He hadn’t even flexed Cower. She licked her lips. “Three fifty.”
“Two ten.”
“Moonie, that’s not how you haggle.”
Eric stood, just letting the memory of his soul Blade do its work. 
“It’s not. You go two fifty, I drop to three forty, and we settle on three.”
“I’ll give you two seventy.”
She rolled her eyes with teenage annoyance that he had totally ignored her haggling advice. “Three.”
“No,” Eric interrupted firmly. “That’s my last offer.”
One screen had shown her negotiation margin. She could afford to drop to two hundred and sixty before the commission got too low to bother chasing. It was technically hidden from customers, but Soul Scouting didn’t obey normal limitations.
“Well?”
Her eyes flickered from him to the twelve credits she would earn from the sale. Her shoulders slumped imperceptibly. “Done.” 
“And a belt, of course,” Eric said.
“That’s ten more.”
“I’ll take it at cost; not really a deterrence if people can’t see the gun.”
She hesitated. “Okay, four extra credits.”
Cost was two, but he didn’t feel like squeezing her too much. “Done. Is there anything on the station I need to be aware of?”
She looked at him as if he was crazy for asking. “Nope, nothing ever changes. Though two days ago, a brat from the twenty areas moved to sixty and unleashed his fire boon in one of their parks. AI security locked everything down because of the smoke. Took six hours before the locals worked out what happened.”
Eric laughed.
“Did the twenty do it deliberately?”
The young teen snorted. “Of course he did. The inners hate the people living in higher grav-layers.”
Eric strapped the gun on after keying it to himself. It was just prudent to make sure your own weapon could not be turned against you. Then he walked away. If he had the time, he would have liked to track down that kid. It took balls to go outward where gravity was three times what you were accustomed to. The shift from point two G to point six G wasn’t as bad as him going into a three-Garea, but it was still rough, especially un-augmented, and if he was coming from a twenty area, it almost meant he would have been traveling without money.
With the gun providing deterrence and Soul Scouting mapping his path, Eric strode confidently down the corridors. This area, the tourist levels with full Earth gravity, was safer than elsewhere. He still deviated to avoid a tunnel that was clearly an ambush point for a group of thugs, and as a result, they lived to see another day. 
His hacking threads spun around, and the only system he had compromised was air control, but unlike Venus stations, there were usually a couple of hundred meters between the chips. When he walked down these corridors, it was almost like being underground on HC#002 with no electronics to hack and absolutely nothing of value anywhere, and this was on the outer shell. Further in, Eric knew it would be a greater electronic wasteland.
Eric checked his positioning with his internal processor. It directed him to walk down a side tunnel that was easily large enough for multiple trains to go through it. Dotted obnoxiously in everyone’s way was a variety of pop-up tourist stalls.
“Night pack!” an old lady yelled, and Eric deviated to have a look. “The standard kits got a basic one suit, toothbrush and paste, three pick-me-up shots, a nanotube distiller guaranteed to sober you up in ten minutes, and a pill purity tester.”
Eric looked at her uncertainly.
“If you’re considering it, then it means you need it,” the old lady said kindly. “I barely make a living selling these, but they literally save lives.” 
“How much?”
“Fifty credits.”
“Too much.” Eric turned away.
“Forty-five.” 
“Fine, but I want to authorize by legal bot.”
“I’m legitimate. Go for it. Business 71203.” She nodded toward a terminal that was built into the wall about thirty meters away and passed him a crystal with more detailed information.
Eric took it and jogged over. There was, of course, no direct benefit from checking, but like most of what he did, this was as much for appearance as anything else. 
He put the chip on the terminal, typed in the business number, and his personal legal bot went to work. Legitimate, good prices, but inferior quality. He went back and made the transaction, and his processor flagged a small tunnel that would end in public toilets. Without hesitation, he followed and went straight to the second to last stall. His Soul Scouting had already found the hidden space, and once he got in, he pushed exactly as the processor told him, and the panel came out. The mechanism was mechanical, and given the ethos of the station design, there were probably millions of these anonymous drop locations spread throughout the station. 
Within the small cavity, there was a bag that perfectly matched his own and two different syringes, one a milky white color with a hundred milliliters of fluid in it and the second smaller with black liquid in it. 
It was time for him to start the process of taking over the identification of cabin boy Toro.
He plunged the bigger needle into him and injected the fluid. It was slow-acting nanomachines that would reverse the procedure that had given him improved strength with a secondary effect of burning off the alcohol. The second needle followed, and this one burned to go in. It was even more tailored than the first. It would make him thinner than he already was and add acne to his face. 
With the first step done, Eric switched bags and, with a replacement eyeball in tow, exited to spend his final few hours as Max. 
The bar he targeted was a massive place. Per floor, it had a modest footprint, maybe thirty apartments in size, but it descended through the layers. A single pub with hundreds of floors that went from standard gravity down to forty.
It was famous.
A screen flashed up near him, offering various packages. It wasn’t a free service to climb the stairs to weaker gravity. Eric procured the full access option that, by its placement and pricing, was the one the pub tried to push everyone into.
“Thank you. Welcome to GravBar. Drinks need to be purchased separately and may not cross floors.”
Eric ordered a beer and rehearsed his plan. He was going to drink down to around fifty-five and then leave the bar and disappear.
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THE DRINKS WENT DOWN QUICKLY. The drugs he had taken forced his bladder to work overtime, flushing the alcohol out of his system. Even with his soul skills, he didn’t want to leave the GravBar at fifty-five looking like a tourist and also being unable to walk straight. 
Eric walked up some more stairs. With each set of stairs, he got a fraction lighter as the centrifugal forces reduced. The first ninety floors, he could not differentiate the slight drop in apparent gravity. Now he reckoned he could. As he got closer to the center of the station, the relative change on each floor was larger and larger, and Eric was convinced he could tell. 
Eric did a test jump just like he had done on the previous floor. Apparent gravity was significantly below Earth standard, and he soared over half a meter half straight up effortlessly.
Curiously, he looked over his new floor. It was the same as the preceding one. Ninety percent of those present were locals, with the remainder being tourists from off station. It was easy to tell the difference. The shortest locals were over two meters tall because of the influence of lower gravity. They were also rail thin. Fashion, Eric had noticed changed relatively regularly, and pink hair seemed to be the thing here.
For all that, this was just a convenient place to ditch the Max identity. Eric was actually enjoying the experience.
Every ten floors felt like he was in a separate station. He had known orbital 2142 had issues with social progression and stagnation, but he hadn’t realized it was this bad. There seemed to be insignificant movement between the different layers. 
With a sigh, he walked up another four flights, went for a long, satisfying wee, and then looked for a level to leave on.
He wanted an exit that he could use without being noticed. He kept going upward until his legs were burning, and an opportunity presented itself. The bar area near the exit area was empty, and he pushed through the rotating doors unnoticed. 
He found himself in what must have been a night cycle for the locals. The winding tunnel was poorly lit and abandoned. He hurried down it, and the tunnel exited onto a platform that was on the fourth story and looked out over what Eric knew was a standard ecology space. A snaking open space that was about eighty meters wide and a similar distance high and went for kilometers. Every wall was studded with apartments, fourteen floors in all, the shortest door three meters high.
Soul Scouting let him dive into the closest one. It was spacious and nothing at all like what he had expected from a station with the reputation of 2142, at least prior to the tour Fiona had taken him on. This area felt very similar to the ones she had shown him. 
Eric’s keen eyes noticed other details. Unlike the Venus orbital, where he grew up, each apartment was serviced with a two-meter-wide balcony that acted as a thoroughfare for each level.
There was also, as far as he could tell, no station electronics anywhere near him. While there was probably an equivalent to handles somewhere, his Soul Scouting hadn’t found them. The doors of the nearby apartment were secured with physical keys rather than an electronic lock. At least for most of them, there were a couple of apartments that had fancier modern trims with electronic locking protocols. When Soul Scouting checked them, the insides were, on average, nicer than those locked with real locks, which suggested that the electronic ones were a local status symbol. 
To ensure he didn’t stand out, Eric started walking. The years of training allowed him to subconsciously mimic the movement of everyone around him. He walked like he had somewhere else to be, and even though his body shape pinged him as not being born locally, the way he moved suggested he had been down on this level for at least a couple of years. He didn’t even glance toward the crystal waterfall. That sort of tourist-like behavior was restricted to his Soul Scouting skill, and the waterfall was spectacular, and he was fortunate enough to examine it from multiple angles. 
With a critical eye, Eric assessed the surrounding space. Ropes crisscrossed the open chamber, and he noticed humans zooming down them, flying fox style. Most people wore a simple harness over their clothes to let them attach to the lines. The fact that he lacked one made him a minority, but it was easy enough to rectify. 
His trait flicked out to locate a target, and then he sped up. As he approached a fancy apartment, the door clicked, and when it opened, Eric ducked inside. Because he already knew the layout, he turned and grabbed the spare harness on the wall. It was too large for him, but when he tightened them to the max, it would serve in a pinch. Minor thievery completed, he paused for Soul Scouting to confirm the way was clear, and then left like he owned it. 
Soul Scouting driven by his processor went wild as his internal AI swept the area to verify that his getaway was as clean as it felt. Yep, for now, it was a perfect crime. 
Eric walked faster. 
Then he came to an abrupt halt. There was an honest-to-god physical map that was ten meters high and twenty meters wide.
Eric shut his eyes to a kaleidoscope of colors.
“I…” he began. The map he was going to ask about was displayed in front of him. 
“Original.”
The map blurred. Symbols changed from what the pens he was used to back to the random patterns that had been on the physical map. It seemed the locals had their own language, or at least a unique cartographic presentation. 
“Revert.” The map that he could easily read was displayed once more. “That dotted line is the direction you recommend I take to move upward?”
“Yes, sir.”
“It doesn’t highlight any hotels?” he asked hopefully.
“No, sir. It’s been built and maintained by the system algorithms.”
“So macro stuff, that does not cover any human enterprises.”
“Yes, sir.”
“How long?”
“Sir, if I was being unscientific enough to extrapolate from this very limited map, then my estimation is that it will take thirty-nine hours to reach eight-five and locate your target.”
“That’s slightly better than planned.”
“Yes, sir. But…”
“I know other stuff can go wrong. I won’t take it easy. After all, I have a quest riding on the outcome.”
Eric opened his eyes and took off at the fast hybrid walk-skips that locals employed to travel quickly.
Apart from the dearth of technology and signs of overcrowding, the ambience of this section of the station was great. With a light step, he hurried toward the first section lock. From his research, these were all functionally the same. An entry tunnel at least forty meters wide and twenty high. A ramp with a slight slope down, with the center separated by a series of airlock tunnels.
They were supposed to look like what he was seeing. Thirty egress points. Each of them exited into a small tunnel. Some went down, others up, and significantly, the immediate area in the center of the tunnel was system-controlled. His hacking threads, as he approached, found computer chips and video cameras. Eric walked right up to one door and walked in. Once he had entered, there was a click and the door behind him shut. He was now in a narrow ten-meter corridor with a door on either end. 
Eric sat down and released his hacking threads. He could have used Soul Scouting to achieve this outcome safely from a distance, but he wanted the higher throughput of being this close to the chips. Threads immediately attached to the different electricity systems around. 
His AI churned. Every chip his threads reached was a PDXW-715 chip. Small storage and limited algorithms and fortunately possessed a known flaw. As it turned out, he could have easily done this remotely. 
What Eric wanted to know was whether his progress would be tracked. 2142 was supposed to have no internal monitoring. Each and every section lock was theoretically a self-contained network that didn’t send any personal information elsewhere. The promise of the people who built this was that all calculations were local, and no video or even biometric data would be sent externally; in fact, according to the advertisements, the only reason section locks had any external communication lines was to react if items physically broke down or people were murdered next to the locks. Even killing near the section locks would not get big brother involved unless the perpetrators went too far.
Eric wanted to confirm that the system worked how it advertised. 
To do that, he was required to follow every video feed, check all the calculation routines, and monitor what was sent when information was passed from one spot to another. Then he needed to check the ancillary systems to ensure there was nothing splitting the data off to a central unit. As great as his hacking skills were, that sort of precision would take time.
PDXW-715s were both a great and a terrible result. They were great because he could grab control of them easily, but unfortunately, he had to do it with a physical connection. There was no easy way to hack them remotely. They had excellent design in that space. His hacking threads worked, but were limited within the range. Soul Scouting wasn’t limited, but throughput was only a single chip at a time.
A network of nodes opened up, and Eric groaned slightly. Too many chips and it was designed by someone who knew information security. He had been hoping that common components in the network would have the same security permissions, then he could hack the first chip and use the handshake between units to propagate his net further. It was what he usually did within stations, but the node map presented to him told him that was impossible. 
Forty minutes. 
That was the estimation of how long it was going to take to confirm the area was secure without tripping any hacking alarms.
He positioned himself more comfortably in his safe corridor and decided that it was time to cultivate and work out how to start his most recent quest. First, he grabbed his replacement eye and installation machinery. It strapped itself to his head, and then it drilled.
Ouch.
He bit his cheek, leaped upright, and grabbed at the eye package.
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THE PAIN WAS EXCRUCIATING, and Eric tried to pull off the metal, but the moment his hand reached the installation robot, he knew that would be impossible. It was too tightly bonded, and his fingers could not get any purchase under it. Soul Armor would do the trick, but Eric stopped himself as messages scrolled in front of his eyes.
Robot positioned.

Nerves deadened.

He read those words and realized that they were accurate. The pain was gone.
Please authorize the removal of mechanical eye and replacement with biological.

Estimated installation time: 25 minutes.

The panic completely faded, and feeling embarrassed at his initial reaction, he accepted the prompt. Immediately, he could feel the device moving and doing stuff. It set off unpleasant vibrations throughout his skull, which were probably best to ignore.
Eric shut his eyes, and the colors bombarded him as always.
Deliberately, he didn’t look backward. There was the sound of movement behind him. A polite shift of feet, the rustle of cloth. If he looked, there would be no one there. This was just the game that he and the AI played.
“I have a quest I need to plan for.”
“You know I will not solve this problem for you, sir.”
Eric hesitated as he turned that phrasing over in his mind. He remembered the planning he had put into the ally quest. The way he had to tease information out, and then married that with what he knew about the AI’s capability. Its ability to anticipate and adapt. How it answered questions to lead him to the right result.
“But you could?” Eric was imagining the AI taking the quest and giving him a hundred-point plan like what the future scientist had done with his hacking AI.
“Yes, sir.”
There was a long silence after it admitted that simple fact. To be honest, that answer didn’t surprise him and the unspoken bit was that while it could help, it wouldn’t. “Is it because of a rule? A restriction?”
Behind him, he heard laughter. “No, sir. There are no rules, no restrictions.”
“Then why–?”
“Because I have the same aim as you. I want to save humanity.”
“Then why–?”
“If you would let me finish, sir,” the AI said, then paused politely. 
“Go for it.”
“Thank you, sir. As I said, I’ll do everything I can to save humanity. To do that, I’ll fulfil many roles. Sourcing information, determining your hidden questions, maintaining your psychological balance. Something I’m proud to say I’ve had to do little of, though that is mainly because of–” There was an awkward pause. “–it.”
Eric shivered. It had forced him to relive the worst parts of HC#199. “That hasn’t looked after my psychological well-being at all.”
“With all due respect, I would disagree, sir. But that is beside the point. As I was saying, I fill many roles, and if you were dumb and a lost cause, I would solve your problems. However, you are intelligent with surprising insights, especially once we factor in the ripple effect that occurs as a result of its interventions. You need to run this. If I solved your issues, then you won’t grow, and that will put boosting humanity at risk.”
“But if what I’m planning is a mistake? Would you intervene?”
“If it’s critical.” There was a long pause. “Or even a minor one closer to the Armageddon, then yes. Now, while you’re learning and developing, you’re on your own.”
“I see. More work. The standard reward for a job well done.” The butler didn’t respond at all, so Eric focused on what he had come to do. “Refresh me regarding the first step of stopping the Alien Integration Act.”
The screen immediately displayed the information. 
Quest #9 - Delay the adoption of the Alien Integration Act

Engineer the delay in the treaty by completing each sub-objective.

 
	Bribe Council Members (minimum 40)

“Goddamn it! I forget the first point was politics. Moonie pollies. I hate them all.”
“I believe that’s a view shared statistically by ninety-eight percent of the population.”
Eric burst out laughing. “That’s just a made-up number.”
The sea of memories immediately started boiling.
“No, don’t distract me.”
The water stilled. That amount surprised him, and he wondered what evidence there would be for ninety-eight percent. No one ever agreed to any question that strongly. So they must have used some sort of brain measurement technique to determine exactly what people thought.
“The first step is to determine who can be bribed, so let’s compile some more lists. Create a list of all voting members who were known to have accepted bribes.” The AI went to work in the background.
Eric considered the eligible population. If he was a player on the political, then his mandate wasn’t just those who were elected last time. “And while you do that, also add those who almost got a seat but just lost. We also need to create a model of people who don’t care about the result of the act and therefore can be more easily influenced,” he mused.
“How do you want to do that, sir?”
“For now, let’s put everyone on the list who changed their votes. No,” Eric corrected after a moment of thought. “That’s too narrow. Include anyone who publicly took a central position, or, you know, voted or made public speeches on both sides during their time in public life.”
“Fair enough.”
“What else?” he mused to himself. “Incorporate in the first list anyone who had financial difficulty either to be elected or personally.” That should grab those who, while had never been known to accept a bribe, had the incentive to do so. Eric’s fingers drummed on his legs. “Also add members who were exclusively single issue.”
“What?” the butler blurted out.
“They may trade their vote on the Alien Integration Act for votes on their pet issue.”
“Oh, I understand. Single issue on something other than Alien Integration Act.”
The list swirled. 
“Give me the intersection between the two lists.” 
Two hundred and fifty names were displayed.
“Shit, that certainly bolsters my belief in democracy.”
“I don’t see how,” the butler delivered dryly. 
“Piss off,” he snapped before he could help himself. Then he grinned. “What’s that? Over half the goddamn council can be bribed.”
“More like a third, sir.”
“Wait, I thought at peak there were less than five hundred on the council.”
“Yes, sir. But your population is stretched over ten years and you’ve included some people who never got there.”
“Great, even the failures are corrupt.”
“You don’t know that yet, sir.”
“What was it, ninety-eight percent hated them? There’s a reason they’re that reviled.” 
“If that’s the statistic you want to use, sir.”
Eric’s eyes narrowed at that response. “That politician statistic? Was it made up?”
“A direct question. Very mean, sir. Doesn’t give wriggle room.”
“Was it made up?”
“Yes.”
“So the sea boiling was a bluff?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good one.”
“Thank you, sir. What else do we need to do?”
“Cost per vote analysis, reliability of bribing. You know, will they stay bribed? Details on what we want to do, best middlemen to approach, acquaintance to influence to firm up the vote. Can’t I hire someone to summarize this?”
“You could, sir. But how much time do you have available right now to work on this? Sir?” 
Eric thought about that and realized it was easy enough to calculate. “I have forty minutes. If I’m to maintain cultivation one hundred percent of the time and then spending the rest in here, that’s–”
The screen changed.
Approximately five days.
“Come on, I was doing the mathematics. You didn’t have to spoil it.”
“Sorry, sir, just trying to be helpful, sir,” the AI said, laughter in their tone.
“Is this you looking after my mental health?”
“Yes, sir.”
Eric’s eyes narrowed, and he felt a flash of annoyance.
“I meant, no, sir. This is not me doing anything with mental health.”
Eric burst out laughing, and then looked at the list that he needed to wade through in order to structure his bribery approach. The humor faded instantly.
There was so much reading to do, it was ridiculous. “It’s like I’m back at school.”
“You’ll do fine, then, given you were in school just two years ago.”
Eric’s mood darkened further. “You know I used to have nightmares about having going back to school.”
“Haven’t we all, sir?” the butler said introspectively.
“What? No, you haven’t.”
“No, I haven’t. I meant haven’t all the normal people, sir.”
“Stop messing with me.”
The butler laughed, and then he felt like the presence had withdrawn because of the extra stillness and lack of noise. The way the AI program mimicked being physically behind him was impressive. With a sigh, Eric turned back to the screen.
“Give me the dossier on Rupert Long.” 
Immediately, a table appeared with a manila folder. Eric opened it and then frowned. The entire package was labelled a high-level summary, and it was easily ten pages long. And he had two hundred and fifty of these to read.
He rubbed his forehead, and then started reading while spending almost sixty percent of time in the real world maintaining the cultivation.
Steadily, he worked through the names. 
Eric, for possibly the thousandth time in the last forty minutes, opened his eyes from another one of his prolonged blinks. It should not have been possible, based on how the ability was supposed to work, but his mind felt worn out. 
The first thing, just like every other time he had dropped out of Meditative Perfect Recall,
was to ensure that his cultivation routine was still progressing smoothly. The energy snapped down as he reinforced a bit of his skin. This was his third blink on that patch, so he shifted his awareness further down the thumb. Once more, he aligned his efforts with his heartbeat. He snapped the energy straight after the beat. Then he began the cycle again. He concentrated his attention on the single point. He endeavored to reduce the height of the focused energy until it was only a few millimeters thick, just like the cultivation genius had taught him. Then, after the heartbeat peaked, he released the power with a snap before building it up in rhythm with the next pulse of blood from the heart. Aligning it to his heart rate did nothing directly, but Eric found it provided an excellent framework for his skin cultivation. It structured his efforts and improved his results. The approach was useless for the other types, of course, but he seized any advantage that he could.
His processor pinged, and when he checked, he discovered the full network was mapped. 
 
	Closed network with a single fiber-optic line out.
	Video is not sent across any network, with outcomes calculated and processed by a dedicated chip embedded with the camera.
	Video chips are only programmed to send flags. No capacity to send video.
	Confirmed that all video chips within twenty meters are functionally sealed as there are no electronics present that could duplicate the data.
	Escalation Triggers.
	Visual hardware damage.
	Blind spots or physical damage sufficient to reduce potential section lock through put by over 40%. 
	Bodies to be removed.
	Over ten people killed in a five-day period in the surveillance area.

Eric looked at the information, and then re-read it with surprise. That was extraordinary. The station promised privacy, and it actually delivered.
With distaste, he collected the robot that had installed his eye. He would discard it at the first trash dispenser that he found. With confidence that he wasn’t being secretly observed, Eric got up and continued through the section lock. A series of doors opened and shut as he moved through the sixty meters of tunnels that comprised the physical barrier between each bio environment. 
Once he cleared the tunnels, he hurried through a further twelve locks in a little under four hours. He was happy with his progress and the marks on the wall showed him he had descended to a sixty-percent floor. The locals described their position by the percentage of apparent earth gravity the floor had.
Another routine section lock presented itself and Soul Scouting jumped forward. 
“Wow,” he whispered under his breath. It was as if he had been sent five hundred years back in time. 
Eric kept walking, and he paid more attention to his surroundings. On this side, everything was normal, but when he exited, he would face the castle ramparts. The walls were fifteen meters high, equivalent to four stories with two bored guards patrolling and no visible gate.
This was going to be interesting. He hurried through the airlock and emerged on the other side. As he walked out, he made a point of holding his hands up above his head. With soul skills, the classic ‘you don’t have to fear me’ posture was nowhere near as effective, but most people still knew what it wanted.
He had gotten almost ten meters out of the tunnel before the inattentive guards noticed him. They immediately scrambled across the wall behind some crenellations and came up holding crossbows that were promptly aimed at Eric.
He froze, and hands up, he retreated backward. He was in no danger. His augment could stop sniper bullets, so a crossbow bolt, even a few dozen of them, were not a threat. With only two, he doubted he would need to engage soul skills. At this distance, he could probably dodge. 
However, he wanted to be as invisible as possible, which meant not making scenes that would stand out in people’s memories. While this pathway up ahead might be closed, there was nothing to stop him backtracking and find a different section lock that took him down and closer to the surface.  
The moment he was safe, he spun and started jogging back up the ramp, and then froze as Soul Scouting highlighted a group that would greet him if he retreated.
Eric stopped jogging with a frown. Ten of what must have been one of the bio area’s teenage gangs were waiting for him. They had a very distinctive patch of green in their hair and they all held improvised weapons. 
“Damn,” he cursed quietly and kicked the ground.
The gang had clearly spotted him entering the tunnel and moved to take advantage. They, of course, would have known about the blockade on the other side. That meant they would expect him to be forced to retreat, which would let them easily intercept him. They had positioned themselves in an ambush position on the main pathway. If he acted logically, they would absolutely get the jump on him as he passed by their position, oblivious to the risk, as it hadn’t been there on the way in. It was actually quite clever. He wondered if they intended to kill or just rob what they hoped was a rich tourist.
His mind flicked up to the ramparts and extra guards were coming up the stairs in order to reinforce the walls. Absently, he ate a ration bar while considering his options. 
He could retreat, fight through the teenagers, and then loop around to the next upward tunnels, or he could push through whatever proxy kingdom had been created above him. 
As he ate, his AI used his Soul Scouting to gain intelligence about the details of what he faced. It was a single kingdom and quite large. It stretched at least seventy kilometers along the current floor. Looping around them might not even be an option unless he went a long way out of his way. 
If both ways were a fight and neither a problem, he guessed the best choice was to go forward.
Eric felt Guidance stirring. Why? What had he said? He could not think of a single reason why it was coming. The boon didn’t care, he could feel it metaphorically standing up and reaching for him.
His teeth ached. It reached for him and threw him. He crashed back through the memories.
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ERIC KNEW he was in the past. His teeth ached, and once more, he was a passenger. Alarm infused his body as he ran desperately to reach the captain in time.
He glanced up.
Then watched where he placed his feet. Five hundred meters to go, so he put his head down and powered forward. Dust and dirt blew out behind as a result of his augmentations. 
Thirteen seconds later, he slowed down and fell into a brisk walk just outside the mobile command center they were using. Briefly, he glanced at the building and dismissed it. The thing was a standard design. A large rectangular construction, six meters high, forty wide, and sixty long. The top bristled with technology to both hide and defend, and while it could take on a variety of internal configurations, Captain Gesner preferred a simple structure. Two levels, the bottom a single room with the second floor broken up for the administration staff.
Eric walked in, sucking in air. By design, the entryway was a rapid airlock. The cube was rated for instant space entry and secure against both biological and chemical toxin attacks. This airlock was a critical part of that design. As he passed through the outer wall, he felt the familiar feeling of someone’s soul wrapping around him. The military followed procedures to the letter and the command cube by regulations was maintained permanently in the state to allow an instantaneous jump. They even used a hollow out shift change method to ensure outsider observers could not observe those couple of minutes when it could not jump.
Eric had been unfortunate enough to have been hollowed out exactly once, and he never wanted to have to do it again. The duration of jump sickness was tripled and Eric even though the authorities claimed otherwise was convinced that the intensity had increased as well.
More mundane sensors went to work, and by the time Eric crossed the three meters stretch of the airlock, he was deemed threat free, and the doors opened once. Like always, the greatest risk to the command center was infiltration, but they were at the lowest active combat risk rating, so invasive scans were not required.
Relief washed through him. The captain was still briefing the two sergeants, both the ground force artillery and long-range air support unit.
Eric marched straight up and delivered the best salute he could. He and the captain were teammates in the sims, which was why he had been selected to make this approach. 
“Sergeant Peters, at ease,” Gesner told him. 
“Permission to speak?”
The captain looked at him. “Certainly, but I know why you’re here.”
“Yes, Captain. The infiltrator unit would like to volunteer to remove the civilian defenders.”
“There are no civilians there, Sergeant. Intelligence has confirmed they are all employees.”
Eric made eye contact, even though it was technically against the regulations. “Intelligence also suggests most of them are here in the trenches under sufferance. They are employees in name only. If we eliminate the corporate leaders, we believe the rest will stand down.”
“Infiltrators are not assassins.”
“We will do this to reduce innocent casualties.”
“No.”
“Gesner.” 
The captain arched an eyebrow, and Eric knew he had overstepped the bounds of familiarity. 
“We can do this. We have a battle plan that is almost risk free. Five deaths and we save the lives of almost a thousand people.”
“Sergeant Peters, you know I try to be as open as honest with the troops under my command, don’t you?”
“Yes, Captain.”
“None of us want to do this attack and it’s a credit to the infiltrators that you’ve made this offer to avoid excess bloodshed. Avoiding the suffering of innocents is a principle and morality that we should always abide by. Which is why we are going to bombard the position.”
“Wha…” He strangled the protest sufficiently to allow his friend to ignore what would have been a breach that would have to have been acted upon.
He didn’t need to be punished with thirty hours of being a councilor on the anonymous line. The duty, while important, was so regulated that it became painful, and of course it would eat up all of his personal time.
“We wish to send a message to the Bloc employees. If they want to survive, they need to rebel or they will die. Yes, thousands will fall today, but millions will be saved when the populace throws off the yokel of their corporate oppression. Our principle in everything we do is to reduce the casualties associated with saving the civilians. Here, the best path is to bomb them to bits. I know it is counterintuitive, but you can see the logic.”
“Yes, sir.”
“You and the infiltrators are to stand down.”
“Yes, Captain.”
“Men, you have your orders.” 
Both of the sergeants hurried away.
“Eric,” Gesner said quietly. “You were right to volunteer to try and save lives. In this case, the bigger picture matters. We are in a war. If it was only this town, you would have been sent in, but there are almost a thousand similar cities just on this planet and tens of thousands across the eight systems they control. Come.”
He escorted Eric to the screens on the side wall. Videos of the trench were on display covering what looked like sixty-four different locations. “We can’t ignore the information war. The entire population of the Bloc is watching. Three of their influences are in the trenches and they’ve been selling their position. Interviewing soldiers talking up the benefits to their relatives if they die and conversely the cost to their families if they surrender.”
Gesner clicked his fingers, and a screen changed. It was a guy with bright pink highlights. “The federation are weak and that is why their populace has an average life utility index below what the lowest ranks of Bloc’s employees experience.”
“Lies,” Eric hissed. The screen had paused when Eric had spoken, having caught his lack of attention.
“Absolutely.” Gesner patted him on the shoulder. “The life utility index is flawed. One of its major axes is consumption, and because they pay for basic life necessities, that bumps them up fifty percent relative to normal government structures where they are free. If we include air at the same price they do, then we’re better off, and significantly.” Gesner laughed bitterly. “Not that it matters. The Bloc’s citizens are so brainwashed they won’t even accept it if we showed them the fact. That’s part of the information war. Anyway, not the point.” He nodded to the screen, and it started up again.
“They will try something tricky to overrun our position. They claim if we fight, we will die, but they’re weak. They don’t have the stomach to kill anyone, so we need to make the most of that. No one wants to be part of their socialist society.”
“We’re not socialists,” Eric complained, but this time, the video kept going. 
“None of us want to lose our life utility to their barbarism. That’s why we do the long game. We bleed them for every city, fight until they capture you. If your city bleeds the enemy, if you kill one of them, then your surviving relatives will be treated like you died in combat. If you lose, then afterwards endure because eventually, our moral superiority will win out and we’ll claim back everything they’ve lost. Fight because the federation is weak. You’re not in danger.”
The screen dimmed once more. “That’s why we’re going to attack,” Gesner said quietly. “That video has been seen by fifty billion people. Our overwhelming force will be watched by a similar number. It will make a difference.”
“It seems unfair that these guys die because of him.” Eric waved at the screen.
“Unfair? Is it fair that hundreds more people elsewhere die for everyone who dies here because we showed mercy and emboldened them?”
“I guess not.”
“Greater good is a painful concept. It’s a minefield, and luckily, we’re soldiers and we don’t need to balance the ethics of the situation.”
All the monitors switched back to views of the Bloc’s defensive lines. The arrogance was breathtaking. There wasn’t a single personal mundane shield to be seen. Missiles and bullets started falling, and he stood next to Gesner watching, and the worst thing was that Eric agreed with high command. This wasn’t an isolated town; it was a connected network and their actions reflected that fact.
The memory collapsed and Guidance settled back down. 
Eric rubbed his teeth ruefully. 
He would not fight his way through just because he could. You only did that when there was no other choice. While he considered what to do, he finished his protein bar. With the size of this weird empire, trying to go around made no sense. He could waste hours and be no better off if it controlled an entire level. Which meant he had to go through, but like what he had attempted to do with the Bloc town, he would attempt to minimize casualties. 
That meant he needed to talk first.
Eric stopped just out of sight of the wall and sat down.
There were three ways of doing this. Walk out and start shouting and be prepared to use his soul Defense to knock away the arrows that were sure to come. Alternatively, he could negotiate from afar, pretending to be a high-tech visitor with invisible drones or, probably in their mythos, a wizard. The third option was to bluff or threaten with his gun. 
Despite his need to remain unknown, Eric wasn’t worried about showing his soul skills. Max had possessed an awakened soul, but he had been weak, and if he showed strength here, then it actually would protect his anonymity rather than risk it. Second, there was no way this medieval kingdom would spread rumors that would reach the surface levels. For one, they would try to hide his presence if he embarrassed them, and two, they seemed too insular to have regular contact with other groups. 
“Fun or prudence?” he asked himself, and then cursed. The moment he had verbalized it, the fun options were taken off the table.
He jumped to his feet and prepared to negotiate his way through.










CHAPTER 55





HE STRODE up to the edge of the tunnel, which based on what he had seen of the crossbows and bows, would be right at the effective range of the weapons. While they could reach him this far, they were unlikely to be accurate. 
“I would like to purchase for passage,” he yelled. 
“What do you have to pay with?” the gray-bearded commander shouted back.
“Credits.”
There was laughter up and down the line. “We need something better than that.”
“I don’t have anything else.”
“Your gun?” He was about fifty meters away, but he clearly had good eyesight. 
“Sorry, it’s locked to me.”
“We’re insular, not stupid. You can unravel that.”
“I only have credits.”
“Then turn around and go back the way you came. Get some higher quality swords or compound bows, and then we can talk.”
“I can pay credits so you can do that directly.”
“I can’t accept credits. Trade goods only.”
“Why the voidest not?”
The commander sneered slightly. “They’re our rules, boy. You want to come through, you abide by them.”
Briefly, Eric considered retreating and going around the gang on the other side, however, the previous bio-space hadn’t seemed to contain any industry which would produce that sort of stuff.
“Do they even sell that?”
The commander chuckled. “Not my problem.”
Eric blinked to the usual kaleidoscope of colors.
“Did Soul Scouting pick up anywhere to buy or steal medieval weapons?”
“No, sir.”
“Guns?”
“Heaps.”
Could he justify giving these pricks guns? They were warlike, and any weapons he gave them would be misused. He couldn’t do it. While it would ease his passage through, it was morally bankrupt.
With an annoyed shake, Eric returned to the real world knowing he needed to take a different tack.
“And if I fight my way through?”
There were laughs up and down the wall as the surrounding militia joined their commander. Their thought process was simple enough to follow. There were eighteen of them, and they were armed with bows and the high ground. In their minds, he would be crushed.
“Shut up, idiots!” the gray-bearded commander yelled. “It’s probably not an empty threat. You don’t know how many bullets the young man’s got.”
Eric pulled out the gun and frowned. “It’s new. I haven’t fired it yet, but it has a twenty-shot magazine and I have two of them. Accuracy is not great, but it has the exploding bullets, so I only need to hit you.” He re-holstered the weapon and smiled. “I’m an excellent shot. I doubt I will need the second magazine.”
“You kill us and you’ll have hunting parties after you. You’ll be hunted down like a pig. And his royal majesty the prince enjoys his hunts.”
“How do you think we should settle this impasse?”
“By putting an arrow down your throat!” a man at the end of the line yelled and preceded to snap the bow up, aim and release, all in half a second.
The speed to fire was impressive, but it was a bow and arrow. Eric swayed to the side, so it missed. If he had done nothing, it would have hit his chest, and absent soul Armor, it might have hurt him severely.
“Hold fire,” the commander snapped. 
What had been troubling Eric suddenly came into clear focus. They were all men on the wall.
It was one of those societies. He was regretting his elaborate ploy of descending into the depths to disappear. He should have only dropped to seventy, that should have provided him sufficient separation. Going lower almost guaranteed that Max’s death would be accepted, but he hadn’t fully appreciated the challenge of navigating from fifty-five to the surface.
“Why should I?” Eric yelled evenly with the gun in his hand, and it was pointed right at the person who had fired an arrow at him. 
None had seen him unholster it.
There was a scramble of activity, and eleven bows were moved to a three-quarter draw.
“Hold,” the commander snapped again. “I can’t tell if you’re bluffing or not.”
“Let the idiot-face take another pot shot and I’ll show you.” 
The man he was pointing at had lowered his bow. 
“Hell, let’s see how brave you are. If you force me to dodge, I won’t blow your brains out. Miss well.” Eric smirked proactively. They needed to know he had teeth.
“I don’t miss,” the man blustered.
“Hold fire,” the commander yelled.
“Too cowardly, hey. You know you’re going to miss.”
The bow was suddenly in firing position with the arrow ready on the string. 
“Phil,” the commander snapped.
That name did it. He was going to die.
“Phil.”
The arrow arced toward him. It was on target. Eric used Soul Scouting to push it midflight so that instead of being on direct line for his heart, it shifted to target his shoulder. 
It clipped him. 
Pop!
Boom.
Phil’s head exploded in blood gore. 
“Shit.” 
“Phil.”
“Why?”
Bows were raised a single arrow flashed toward him and went wide.
“HOLD FIRE!”
An awkward silence deadened. 
“He killed Phil,” one of the younger men said.
“I saw,” the commander responded tightly. “Why did you shoot him? He hit you. He succeeded.”
“Did he?” Eric arched an eyebrow. The old man had good eyesight and could probably see the skeptical motion. “The agreement was if he made me dodge.” Eric shrugged. “I didn’t move. He failed. He died.”
Casually, Eric reached a hand up and touched his shoulder and then turned it to face the gathered bowmen to make sure the bright red blood was visible.
“Look at that,” Eric said in a lecturer hall voice which was noticeably quieter than the yelling he had been doing to that point. “He scratched me.”
“Phil never misses by that much,” the commander said, troubled.
“Nerves do funny things to people.” Eric smiled his most bloodthirsty smile. “I’m used to killing and life and death. Plus, guns versus arrows.” He chuckled. “And I must say the accuracy of this thing,” he waved the gun in the air, “is much better than I expected. I reckon I could hit someone at a kilometer away. Any more volunteers?”
Deliberately, he ran his gaze over everyone on the battlements above him.
Silence deadened. Bows were lowered. 
“No takers?” 
“You’ve made your point, boy. We can’t hold you back without being a blood bath. You got your thrill kill, so walk away now.”
“Thrill kill?”
“Yeah, visitors, planet siders, whatever you are. Descending here so you can kill someone without consequences. We know your type. You’ve had your excitement. Walk away and the prince won’t get involved.”
Eric shook his head. “No. I don’t like killing, but I will. I’m not retreating. I’m going through your territory and down to the surface. If I have to fight, so be it. If you want to charge me credits, I’ll pay them, but I’m doing it.”
“You’re not.”
“Stop,” Eric ordered, letting his anger seep out, and he was furious that he had to kill someone to make a point. “I’m going to walk back into the tunnel. You lower the guard numbers. Leave a few people on the wall but looking the wrong way. I’ll climb over and run through your lands like a ghost. If you’re feeling creative, you can even tell your prince and let him have his hunt. I’m not promising you that the prince will survive it, but I can’t stop him from starting it.”
“I can’t do that.” 
“You have a choice, commander. Blood or life.”
Eric turned away. Three bows went instantly to cheeks and fired. Two were on target, one to his left. He rolled to the right and came up with the gun pointing at them. The arrows skipped off the smooth tunnel of the section lock.
“Bang, bang, bang,” Eric said, quietly miming the shots. “I gave Phil the one free arrow and I’ll give you the same. All of you can have one. Any more than that, and I’m striking back.”
“That’s not–” the commander started.
“No. There’s still fourteen who haven’t fired. Let’s do this. At least it’ll show you why you have no choice.”
“Are you sure, son?” the commander said, his anger evident. “You’ll let us fire at you, no tricks. You’re not going to use it as an excuse to kill us all?”
“We should do. He can’t dodge seventeen arrows.”
Eric held up his hand. “I want to repeat. I’ll give each of you one shot. If you’ve already fired.” His gun tracked the three who had shot the first time he had turned. “Then I will kill you.”
“This is weird,” the commander said.
“It’s a demonstration,” Eric told him, letting his anger seep out. “I wish to prove to you that you don’t have a choice in this matter.”
“And you’re not going to retaliate.”
“If I wanted to, I already could.”
“He killed Phil. We need to do this.”
The commander scowled at the man who had spoken. “Fine. If you haven’t already shot at him, you can participate.”
They split into two groups, fourteen moving to the side and two gathering around the commander. “You, redhead,” Eric yelled, his gun pointing at a boy with red hair who had incorrectly joined the group preparing to try to hit him. “I strongly suggest you don’t risk a second shot. You saw what happened to Phil.”
Looks were exchanged, and the redhead walked over to the commander. Eric deliberately turned his back.
“What are you doing?” 
“Evening the odds!” Eric yelled over his shoulder.
While he stood patiently, he could hear the occasional creak of their armor as they spread out. Then, silently, they raised their weapons. There was no shout to fire. The commander raised his hand. Fingers counted down, and when he formed a fist, fourteen arrows twanged. 
Eric blinked. Colors smacked him around, and he appeared on the concrete pillar, which then distorted to resemble the tunnel he was in. Firing lines of the arrows were displayed. Eric studied the patterns. If he pushed one arrow to the left, and then swayed right and turned, then, yep that would do it. 
He opened his eyes. Soul Scouting triggered on the arrow he was targeting; he knocked it off course. He sidestepped, and then turned to face the archers.
Arrows clattered in the tunnels behind him.
Pop. 
Redhead’s face exploded.
“No.” 
Six bows were raised. “Hold fire. Enough,” the commander snapped. 
“I warned him.” Eric kicked the ground despondently. “You remember what I said.” Eric watched the commander like a hawk and was rewarded with a small nod. “Apart from you.” He nodded at the commander. “You’ve all had your one arrow. Now I’m going to go back the way I came and find a different way to descend. I strongly suggest you don’t make any more bad choices.”
Multiple men were crying on the wall, but none of them lifted their weapons. He felt like shit. Killing these men was like Guidance swatting him. The power gap between them… too much. 
Sadly, his eyes swept over the group, and everyone, even the commander with his barely hidden rage, looked away. It was done. He spun and walked back into the tunnel. Now he needed to wait and see if the men he had eliminated would give the rest the impetus to step away, and in doing so, save their own lives. 
One hour, then he was going over the wall no matter the resistance. As he moved, he refused to actively use Soul Scouting, as there was no need. At worst, the Mundane Damage Sensor augment would protect him, and he didn’t think they would try again. They knew they were outmatched. Instead, he guessed that some would attend to the dead while the others glared at him like he was the devil, and not the kind one that just took people’s souls. If looks could kill, then he would be in someone’s torture dungeon having his fingernails plucked. 
It was too much innocent collateral. The second archer had been what? Seventeen and full of himself, strong, talented… Not anymore.










CHAPTER 56





ERIC RETREATED all the way to the airlocks in the center of the tunnel. The moment he slipped in and the heavy doors clicked in place behind him, he recognized he was a hundred percent safe. Staying outside, exposed to the world because of Soul Scouting would have been fine as well, but he didn’t want to tie down Soul Scouting’s capacity by forcing it to continually keep watch on the surroundings. Eric knew little about the rulers of the strange knight kingdom below him, but one of the potential outcomes was that the prince that the commander kept referencing would come to answer his threat, complete with multiple high-powered automatic weapons. Eric had to admit it would threaten him, Mundane Damage Sensor augment or not.
With a sigh, for the second time that day, he sat down in the narrow tunnel. The efficient path was to allow his processor to control Soul Scouting and establish the best way forward. Instead, Eric took conscious control of the ability. This was how most people experienced the trait, and it was surprisingly limited. Eric was used to his processor utilizing the trait to create and then continuously updating a map that tracked everyone nearby. When he controlled it mentally, that would not happen. That ludicrous trait the Zootargace Soul Base had manifested at his last advancement was more powerful than he had realized. Ridiculous didn’t come close to describing it. 
The kids behind him remained in their ambush positions. It had only been twenty minutes, but the patient way they had settled in surprised him. They were there for the long haul. As per his usual routine, the processor had control over the Soul Scouting once every twenty of the trait’s internal beats. Those couple of micro-seconds where it shifted focus were not consciously perceived but gifted the processor ten snapshots of nearby locations from any angle it wanted per second. 
When he checked, half of that capacity was being directed at guaranteeing his physical security despite being in the safe airlock corridor. It ensured that no one was attempting to sneak up on him, clearly not trusting the heavy doors that protected him. It switched from location to location. Check the wall, investigate the tunnel leading to the airlocks on both sides, monitor the teenage gang, and then spend excess capacity to make sure there were no secret tunnels that might open in the roof above his head. It did all of this in the background without Eric even being aware of it until he consciously looked. To his surprise, there was a hidden tunnel above and to his side. It was an access shaft of some description. He jumped up and tapped the spot on the wall with his mundane senses. They found nothing. 
Given his low level of augmentation, that wasn’t at all surprising. Eric remembered HC#199, and those upgraded senses. With those, he would have been at least able to hear the hollow echo from the twenty-centimeters-thick concrete that the door was manufactured from.
The other half of the capacity granted to his process was used to build up a map of the bio-spaces he intended to travel through on his way to the surface. These ranged from increased detail of the area near the wall to the macro landscape of the crazy knight kingdom, a group that controlled all the nearby bio-spaces, including the next four that he needed to descend through. Obstacles were dutifully mapped. Physical, social ones like lookouts and guard posts were discovered, and then their positions and apparent functions marked for future reference.
Finally, there was the exploring that Eric undertook with his conscious mind. First was the wall the crazy mediaeval guys had constructed. The way it was built, someone emerging from the section lock could not see any details of what was beyond it. Section locks usually exited into a cul-de-sac with exit tunnels. It was a feature that separated the ugly section lock from the living spaces. The nature of the tunnels that linked section locks to the bio-spaces varied. Sometimes it was as complicated as a hundred small tunnels or as simple as a single huge one. The wall blocked the vision of a normal person, but Eric was hardly that. 
With Soul Scouting, he could check the other side of the wall and it had a familiar design to others he had passed through. Similar but not identical, whatever craziness had designed the initial station rules had set it up to have a variety of bio-spaces with different climates and levels of technology. It had also seemed to have attempted to ensure that every section lock was different. 
Glorious randomness was probably how the designers would have described it. It was possible that design decisions like that had contributed to the habitat to having a reputation of being largely feral. It wasn’t a uniform society of three hundred million; instead, it was thirty thousand different communities of ten thousand each. Theoretically, anyone could pass through into any environment. The question was why would you? It was a long walk via claustrophobic airlocks to end up in a bio-space that was usually very similar to the one you left. Slight variations at each step meant that after ten, you ended up with something different, but you needed to travel that far.
Another surprise was the rate of change was higher when you went horizontally rather than vertically, encouraging people to stay at the same apparent gravity. Then, because basics were provided by the station, there was very little incentive for trade. Finally, you had the impact of artificial constructions like this wall or societies that actively discouraged visitors from outside or even communities that did but were plagued by lawlessness. All of those factors combined created the stagnation that allowed a medieval kingdom to develop on a voidest space station.
Eric was sure the people who funded and settled the station would be horrified. More troubling, Eric suspected he hadn’t seen the worst of the excesses. The bio-spaces that interacted with the GravBar were probably more civilized than elsewhere because the pub acted to promote interaction between levels, and even though he wasn’t deliberately, Eric had remained reasonably close to that institution.
Mars Close Orbital 2142 was an ideological nirvana that had failed because of mistakes that were unrelated to its primary aim to prevent government surveillance.
Eric shook his head, and then stopped his admittedly poor social-economic analysis. Who the voidest knew how it all worked? Instead, he studied the area beyond the wall, which he intended to sneak through. What caught his eye were the two large tunnels that were the primary exit points. The first, while wide, was only three meters high and was more arch than tunnel as it almost immediately exited into the standard large atrium space that he was used to. This particular bio-space was more spherical than usual and had a town built dead center in the open space rather than the typical design of apartments embedded in the walls.
The second tunnel obviously led to the same place but was far larger. Twenty meters wide and ten high, which, in old Earth terms, was about as tall as a three- or four-story house. That tunnel exited two hundred meters away from the first exit. Both exits were under continuous observation from the town.
They were useless to him. He wanted to pass unseen.
Luckily, there were four smaller tunnels.
These were what Eric investigated. From an efficiency viewpoint, he should have leant on his processor, but doing things the old-fashioned way with leg work where he physically… cough… mentally checked the spaces was more fun. 
Two of the tunnels were completely blocked with a jumble of rock that had been dumped by the locals. The third dipped under the floor of the bio-space. It was a mess of tunnels that split up at many spots and contained many functioning rooms, but despite that complexity, there were only two exits. The one in front of him and a second one in the middle of town, which was under heavy guard. That hidden grouping of rooms had been designated as a bolt hole for the town. There were massive stores of food stacked in the various below-ground spaces. Eric wondered if that was paranoia or a required part of the brutal society that had formed down here, concealed from the rest of the solar system’s governments. Were there actually old-style crusades occurring where armies from one area invaded and pillaged another?
Eric pulled his attention back to what mattered once more. The last tunnel was the one Eric was going to target. It was small, being a mere two meters high by four wide. There were other differences in that it was square, not round or oval like the others. There was ten meters of uninteresting tunnel before it dipped under a pool of water. Soul Scouting didn’t care about such minor considerations as it still functioned in liquid, solid, gas, or void, though the depth of sight varied by the medium.
Eric plunged into the pool and mapped the route out. He zoomed along it, able to travel at whatever speed he wanted. The submerged area was twelve meters long, which, given the state of his body, was a challenging underwater swim but not impossible. The problem was that beneath the water was a large metal grate that separated one side from the other. This was why the residents hadn’t sealed it up with rocks like they had with the other two. The bars were heavy-duty, with each one made of tempered steel, and were three centimeters across. 
Only one tool would get through that easily. A translucent Blade appeared in his hand, and Eric smiled. 
Soul verse mundane. 
It was his ticket out, especially since the commander had followed his not very subtle suggestion. It was only him and one other left on the wall.
Half an hour later, Eric snuck up the tunnel, and then waited patiently for the deliberately inattentive guard who had gotten up to stretch his legs to return and sit down next to his commander.
“Damn shame about Tuka,” the guard said. 
“Stupid kid,” the commander agreed while sharpening a simple wooden shaft arrow on the cobblestones. 
This was his chance, and Eric ran straight for the far side of the wall. He drew upon his hours in the spy division to cushion his feet. Rather than lifting them up and down, he glided with a series of faster small steps. The natural rubber surface of the ground helped. If it had been dirt, dry leaves, or even hard concrete, he would have made a lot more noise. Instead, he was silent. When he reached the wall, he sucked in air, having pushed his weak body as much as he could.
Then, once more, Soul Scouting had him hovering above and to the side of the guards. They hadn’t seen him, and patiently, Eric waited for his next opportunity. 
“Do you remember when Tuka snuck into the girls’ dormitory?”
The command laughed. “Void yeah. Did you know I was on duty?”
Eric started climbing. 
Soul Scouting helped beyond the scouting part. The whole way up, it pushed on his feet or bum to help propel himself up. It was like he was augmented. Anyone who saw him scale the wall would have assumed he was at least a four because of his speed. That minor ability to influence the mundane was versatile, not as good as the scouting, and couldn’t really be used in battle, but it was still extremely useful. He was over the top in two steps, and then he jumped straight down the ten-meter drop. It was shorter on the back side than the front as the designers had taken advantage of a natural dip.
Eric leaped, trusting on the lower gravity and Soul Scouting to slow him. He balled his body to give more purchase for Soul Scouting. Stop, start, slow, fast, each push slowing him enough that, when he hit the ground, he used his training to roll, almost silently. His shoulder complained slightly, but significantly less than it should have, considering he had just jumped from the equivalent of the top of a three-story building. Then, on the ground and unobserved, he dashed into the exit tunnel.
The ground dropped sharply under his foot and Eric felt the ankle roll.
He cursed as momentum pushed him safely into the tunnel with the last few steps turning to a hop, and then an awkward roll.
Eric ignored the pain and his Soul Scouting reached out. The two guards were still happily chatting.
Safe.
“It was indecent, I tell you. Who wears that to bed?” the commander asked.
“My wife sure doesn’t.” They roared with laughter. 
Eric smiled.
“Twelve canes to the back and you know what the little shit did,” the commander continued. “One week later caught him sneaking back in. Luckily, I grabbed him before he got too far and landed in serious trouble. Guess what little Tuka’s excuse was?”
“What?”
“Everline said she had some nanodes and would treat his back sores if he reached her dorm.”
“What, Everline the prince’s consort, Everline the beauty queen?”
“Yep, the two-year-older Everline. Little Yuka was playing way outside of his league.”
“She was leading him on?”
“Absolutely.”
“Poor guy.”
“Yep.”
Eric killed the connection. He felt bad about the shot, but if he had shown mercy, the commander would not have yielded and sent everyone home. He had seen that in how the man held himself. A demonstration of weakness with Yuka… then, instead of getting through with two deaths, he would have waded through dozens of bodies.
Carefully, while he sat on the ground, Eric tested his ankle. Even flexing the joint sent pain jolting through him and made him wince. It was about as bad as a sprain he could have done in this reduced gravity environment. Luckily, his new boon meant it wouldn’t take too long to heal, not that he needed to wait, as the first part of his plan involved swimming where the ankle wasn’t quite so important.
With a grimace at the tepid, almost diseased-looking water, Eric rolled in. For a moment, he treaded water and even those slight movements caused his ankle to flare with pain. He wasn’t going to wait for it to heal. He ducked under and used his good leg to propel himself off the wall and down to the grate he needed to open up. A couple of strokes later and he grabbed a bar to stabilize himself.
His soul Blade appeared, and with a single slash at a forty-five-degree angle, he quickly sliced through six of them. The Blade vanished; he pushed himself down deeper into the water and then re-positioned as he made more cuts. Five bars only. His soul felt strained and his chest was laboring, but that was something he could address. Carefully, Eric enabled the part of Temporal Bubble that let him not breathe and kicked out with his good foot once more to shoot himself toward the surface. He re-emerged from the water with a gasp in the first cavern.
Soul Scouting canceled most of the noise he generated, and his processor was able to use the noise-generating ability to cancel out the sounds of his emergence. That was something that he absolutely could not have done without the zootargace soul base trait.
Then Eric checked on the commander and the inattentive guard. They were still chatting animatedly, but they had turned the conversation to talking about the commander’s grandkids. 
Thirty seconds to catch his breath.
Then he dived back down to knock out the three extra bars. His soul was feeling a bit rugged from the overuse. His swings were slow in the water, and he had used four or five seconds of capacity, which was near his max. Of course, in a fight, that was twenty or more beheadings. After all, the Blade only needed to exist for the small arc where it was cutting. Any more was wasteful, and for killing instruments, including in sims, Eric had never been careless. 
Once more, he took a breather on the wall side of the pond. No one heard him, and he checked the tunnel entrance to confirm that he had left no scuffs marks or inadvertent tracks.
Satisfied, he dived, and when he got to the grates, he was careful to ease himself through. The cuts had only been on a forty-degree angle, but they had been made with a soul Blade, so the edge was still razor sharp, the sort of sharp that if you pressed a finger lightly against it, it would draw blood. 
Once through, he swam the final five meters languidly and emerged without even breathing hard.
For a moment, he felt confusion, and then realized that Temporal Bubble’s extra feature was still active. The one that removed the requirement to breathe. He turned it off, and then sat on the ground. This side of the tunnel was different. It had been created in a way that made him feel like he was on a planet. The rock wasn’t real. It was artificial, but his eyes and touch could not tell the difference. It had also been undisturbed for a long time, so there were visible spider webs, thick dust, and surprisingly, some trash: moldy cloth and what once might have been a chair. Time or a tantrum had reduced it to broken splinters of wood. 
Eric stood, tested his sore ankle and then put his full weight on it. It was still tender but more like a day-three sprained ankle than one he had done less than twenty minutes ago. 
Ghostly flames burnt around him but not hot enough to singe his clothing. Steam wafted off, and a minute later, he was dry. 
Thank you, Craauacklas. 
Dry once more and with an overly superior smile, he sat down with his back against the wall. He wasn’t quite at the movie fire wizard level, nor was he that far away. Those eighteen men on the wall. Killing them with fire had been within his capability. It would have taken awhile, but he could have done it and the simple fact was that, unlike soul skills, the boon was something he could use continuously without soul strain. If an army came at him wielding bows, swords, or axes, and he went all out, he wasn’t sure the numbers would win, providing he could keep ahead of them with his magic burning bows and their clothes, he would wear them down eventually. Against guns, he would still be overwhelmed, but low technology was a different matter. Of course, his Soul Scouting had already identified that the ‘royal family’ had their own supply of guns. If he was being hunted, it would not be with arrows. 
Safe from observers and seated comfortably he cycled his healing energy. First, he focused on lungs and skin to make sure that he would burn out any disease caught from his dip into the water. As far as he could tell, nothing was directly healed, but disease was like that. Provided you got on top of it early, it was pretty easy to purge unless it was bacteria or viruses. His powers didn’t work on them until his immune system registered them as foreign. The soul was notoriously bad at fighting that sort of stuff. 
Satisfied that he had purged any new infections, at least of the fungal, protozoa, or worms variety, Eric switched to focusing on his ankle. Fifteen minutes later, it no longer even tweaked as he walked. This tunnel was a long windy one that ultimately went down and exited in the middle of a little park. A small but swift-flowing stream joined the tunnel halfway through, which left him sloshing through the water. 
All too soon, he reached the exit grate. It was the same design as the previous. This time, he cut above the waterline. The cuts were so fine that, initially, the bars stayed in the same spot until he pushed them. A convenience that let him catch each one and place them to the side, not that anyone could hear if he dropped them. Then, once he stepped through the gap, he turned and replaced the bars. Blue flames came at his command and the joint melted back together.
After he was done, he admired his work. Experimentally, he kicked one of the bars he had cut out, and it was like hitting a metal pole. There was no give at all. His patch job held perfectly. Eric touched the spot he had fused. There was some black soot on it. With his hands and the water, he washed the black marks away, and then, even when he examined the spot, he could see nothing. 
If this was investigated, no one from a mediaeval society would be able to work out what happened. He was in a little cave. The stream flooded through the middle, but there was a one-meter dry ledge upon which rested several chairs and some old candles, and what he imagined was flint and steel. Curiously, he picked them up and hit them together. Sparks flew out of them. 
The chairs had a layer of dust on them, which meant the hideaway was no longer in use, but for a while, it had been the special hiding place of some children. 
Eric smiled. It was wonderful and a reminder of what he fought for–the simple beauty of life.
With a sigh, he looked down the tunnel. While this area near the grate had a dry ledge, the tunnel narrowed and there was no way to avoid getting wet.
The flame he was conjuring on the roof flickered out, and he eased himself into the water. Prepared as best he could, Eric pushed himself through the narrowing pipe and a short time later was spat out on the banks of a small stream, every part of him soaked. 
It was still the bio-space’s daytime. Eric moved deeper into the thick bush with Soul Scouting spreading out around him, ensuring he wasn’t spotted. Then his flames heated his clothes. Steam wafted up, more slowly this time because the trees were dwarf versions, which were barely large enough to provide cover. The surrounding residents could see the tops of the trees and he didn’t want a plume of steam drawing attention to himself.
There was an abrupt change in his surroundings.
Out of the corner of his eyes, there were sparkling lights; fireflies, sprites, and fairies dancing.
Then a shift within him, the briefest impression of a giant, humanlike silhouette rising above him. Fear petrified him. The creature’s faceless mouth opened to howl at the sky, and then it brought its spectral clawed hand flashing down at him. The hand that was the size of a spaceship reduced itself to that of a human, and then it shredded him. Tearing into his shoulder then diagonally down, cutting through the backbone like it was nothing and exiting at his hip.
Eric gasped and spun around.
The stubby tree trunks greeted him.
His heart thundered.
His teeth…
They ached.
Consciously, he tried to even out his breathing. 
His teeth ached. 
There is no monster. Or at least not one he hadn’t experienced before. Despite that, he was turning on the spot, scanning everything. 
He looked up. Tree leaves and beyond them, far above him, a ceiling painted a pleasant blue.
Guidance, it had to have been that. And if it was… 
The question was why?
What had triggered it? He hadn’t been in the process of making a choice or internally debating an action. He had only been warming himself after his swim.
“You’re stalling,” he whispered while still turning on the spot.
He looked for a physical enemy that he knew wasn’t there and while his eyes scanned the surrounding space Soul Scouting spun doing a much more thorough search, and it found nothing.
“Do it.” 
Eric patted his clothes. Steam was coming up from them, but they remained damp, though that wouldn’t be the case for long.
“Stop delaying.”
Another slow spin.
He shut his eyes and was hammered with blasts of white light that seemed to go through into his brain. Then they stopped and his feet were on a concrete pillar.
Nothing greeted him, there was no presence behind him. For a moment, terror rushed through him. Had he somehow failed on that first quest? Had he just lost a boon?
Boons: Armor – Last Sentinel (II), Healing – Last Sentinel (III) 

Hidden Boons: Temporal bubble (9), Meditative Perfect Recall, Guidance, Qipcon – Hidden Detail (I), Flaming Joy (7)

They were still there.
“What’s changed?”
Boon of Flaming Joy (7).

Type: Growth

This boon allows the creation, control, and suppression of flames and Soul Fire. Created flames do not require combusted material but can start natural fires.

Your soul Blade can also be infused with Soul Fire.

Generation – Current – 7 – Potential – Unlimited

Suppression –
Current – 0.6 – Potential – 5

Manipulation –
Current – 8 – Potential – Unlimited

Rating – Mythical

Flaming Joy had evolved after it had advanced to the Awakened level, and the growth condition had triggered, or more probably, Guidance had triggered it or, at the very least, shaped it. Eric remembered the specter he had sensed rising above him. Carefully, he stared at the changes and tried to understand what it meant.
He was already within Meditative Perfect Recall, and he looked up. “What’s Soul Fire?”
His memory sea boiled momentarily, but no bubbles rose from it. Then, he noticed at the soul boon terminal a single bubble no larger than a marble drifted up from it and went to the screen that had appeared.
Trait: Soul Fire Blade - Tier 3

Cost – 1100 soul boon points

This trait allows your soul Blade to do soul damage in addition to the mundane.

When a soul Blade cuts through an Awakened,
the physical appendage and the soul within are separated. In a normal course of an event, if the physical appendage is reattached, the two sections of the soul will quickly fuse. If instead, the same cut is made with a Soul Fire Blade, there is a chance that a fire will spread through the detached limb, destroying the soul contained within it completely.

If Soul Fire occurs, the limb would be treated as a clone limb installation, and the usual extensive rehabilitation process will be required to promote soul spread.

If there is no combustion after it is reattached, there is no guarantee the two soul sections will ever reconnect properly due to scar tissue between the two. After reattachment, there is a significant chance of scarring preventing easy transfer of soul energy through the soul Blade wounded area.

Even a minor wound may cause localized soul combustion that will permanently damage the soul in the surrounding area.

Any soul scarring reduces Soul Discipline level.

Note: Soul Flames is fire, and while most souls do not combust easily, the flames may spread.

Excitement shot through him. “Voidest,” he whispered in amazement.
It was a terrifying trait. 
He didn’t even care about the fact that the change to Flaming Joy was worth over a thousand soul boon points. He was trying to conceptualize what that meant. 
Eric re-read the description as he sought to understand exactly what that trait would change. 
He could scar souls!
Battles between cultivators were supported by modern medicine. Unless you killed someone outright, they would come back fully recovered a day later. Often, duels would be fierce, and in normal duels before total Armor failure occurred, there would be periods where the defense wavered without collapsing. The soul Blade, instead of being stopped a millimeter from the skin, would cut an inch in before Soul Armor stopped it. As they fought, minor wounds would be suffered, and excluding an enormous difference in soul levels or a helpful trait, both cultivators, before the end of the fight, would suffer many cuts. 
Then at a high level, prior to complete failure, the cultivator would jump away to a new location. Flee, recover, get friends to change the battle, and then come back. 
That was the pattern.
But…
He reread what Soul Flame did to confirm that his reasoning was accurate. 
It was.
Once he was stronger, and providing he wasn’t materially overwhelmed, the first skirmish would permanently weaken the enemy. Then the next time they met, he would have seized the ascendancy.
“Wow.”
The text on the screen changed.
Trait: Soul Fire Armor – Tier 4

Cost – 2500 soul boon points

This trait, when utilized, infuses Soul Armor with invisible soul flame that will burn anything that comes in contact with it. 

Amongst other uses, it makes it impossible for anyone to force a Soul Jump on you as the armor will burn away the soul that is attempting to encase you.

Any soul-scarring inflicted on another reduces their Soul Discipline level.

Note: Soul Flames are fire, and while most souls do not combust easily, the flames may spread. 

Even better, he thought. “Incredible.”
His concentration flicked between the innocent three words added to the main description of his boon and the two references that the AI had found that described what Soul Fire was. This skill was powerful with just the couple of scenarios he had thought of, and he was sure there were many circumstances that he hadn’t thought of. 
Against the nookie, if he had used Soul Fire against it, then instead of relying on augments to suppress it, he could have done the same with his soul Blade. Scar it so much that it was reduced to lacking the power to do anything. 
Flaming Joy was no longer a mundane attack. If he used it against a cultivator with full armor, it would actively strain the person’s soul. That was why the rating of the boon had been upgraded to mythical. 
Not to mention what he could do so someone trying to jump a ship that he had managed to sneak onto. Something told him that if he created a bonfire when the jump pilot had spread their soul through a ship, that diffuse soul would be combustible and probably highly so.
If the nookie ship came through when he was around now, all they would have to do was to get him on board before their Soul Disruption ran out, and then even if they had a fast jump specialist, Eric would be able to stop them Jumping out of the system. It would mean that they could afford to do a lot less damage to the ship in order to achieve the same results of pinning them down. Though practically keeping his anonymity was more important, it was fun to dream. 
Still breathing heavily, he returned to the real world, pacing as his clothes dried. At some point, he would need to train the ability, but extremely carefully. Given he had never heard of it before, he couldn’t let knowledge of it slip out. A super rare ability appearing would trigger the routines of anyone seeking the reborn. Something as insidious as Soul Fire certainly sounded like a worthy skill for a reborn. Eric, when he used it, would need to ensure that there were no survivors.
He shook his head to clear it. Soul Fire sounded awesome, but it was for the future. For now, he had a mission to complete.
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ERIC, for what felt like the thirtieth time, debated what he should be doing. There was no true dark in the bio-spaces as the light sources dropped to a deep twilight. His choice was to fit in by stealing clothes or push for stealth, in which case his aim would be to escape the kingdom quickly. 
There were pros and cons for each. If he stole stuff, it might be noticed and draw attention, and if anyone got close, they would know he wasn’t local. His body shape was too solid and muscular to be a local, so even if he tried to fit in, he would stand out. The relative difference in gravity was only thirty percent, but that, unfortunately, sufficed to alter bone density, height, and muscle placement. It was the last that was the problem. The first two could be explained away as genetics, but his legs being thicker and his arm muscles less so was more of a problem. That was something people subconsciously noted, and he would be seen as different, even if they could not say why.
Which meant he was going to have to sneak through. 
Above, the lights dimmed, and that was enough for Eric. No thieving instead, he would move fast, and then if he was spotted, he would outrun any pursuit, without electronic communication that was actually more than possible.
The open areas, now that twilight had descended, were deserted. He stuck to the trees, and then used any cover he could. Houses and fences all served his purpose. The entire time, Soul Scouting bounced around. Twice, he went to ground hiding behind structures that someone without his awareness would have considered. A broken terminal that was barely wider than his body, however precise positioning and monitoring let him rotate around it, keeping himself perfectly out of sight of the local who jogging through looking worried and continuously around him with wide eyes. Using that to hide wasn’t impossible, only improbable. The second object was a knee-high barrier on the side of the road that left him completely visible from one direction. Without his situational awareness, Eric knew he would have been discovered, but with it he went undetected and could run most of the way.
Overall, there was no active military presence, which was pretty standard. If your populace was on your side or sufficiently oppressed and you had strong border controls, then there was no point assigning guards to patrol internal areas.
Two hours later, he reached the tunnel airlock up. 
Three bored guards were playing cards just under the lip of a six-meter-wide tunnel. There were no stone fortifications here. After all, this was just an internal checkpoint, but the locals still used the same modus operandi. They had blocked off all entries to the section lock but one.
There was no hidden grate for him to exploit this time. Each of the alternative tunnels was filled with debris. 
Crack. 
The men startled and there were sounds of small running footsteps and a giggle at the border of the tunnel and some small bushes.
“Who?” one man asked, not at all perturbed.
“Baker’s boys probably,” a second man answered. 
“Young idiots,” the first guard muttered. “Go away!” he yelled. “You know if you’re caught, it’s lashes.”
More laughter drifted up. It was from a bush just around the corner. 
“You’ll never catch us,” a high-pitched voice challenged. “You three are all slow and fat.”
“And your feet stink,” a second childish voice proclaimed.
“There’s at least four of them,” the first guard said in annoyance.
“We only need to catch one of them, and they’ll squeal and give us the name of their co-conspirators.”
“No, we won’t!” the initial voice yelled out.
All three guards were on their feet. 
Eric got ready to take advantage if they chased the teenagers. 
“Slow pokes, lead feet,” the children’s singsong voices pealed out. 
“Let’s get them,” the first guard said. In Soul Scouting, Eric could see them looking back and forth between each other, nodding in agreement.
“Stinky breath!” he yelled with the childish voice he generated.
The face of the one that he had labelled as the third face went red. Apparently, that insult had hit home. “Get them.” 
They left the tunnel and ran toward the nearby bushes and trees where the voices had come from. Eric, who was hidden on the other side, jumped up, and attempting to remain silent, he sprinted past the checkpoint and into the tunnel. 
He ran twenty meters deeper until it turned, and then slowed down. It was that easy to get through. 
“Stinky, stinky breath.”
“Catch us, fatties.”
The guards came to a halt at the edge of the trees and there were no kids to be seen. The guard, henceforth known as Stinky, looked up at the tree branches, but, of course, no one was there.
“How are they that fast?”
“Don’t know.”
“I am going to Baker’s tomorrow and having a word.”
“Yeah, he can have a quiet word with his kids, and we’ll get discounted bread for a month.”
Eric tuned them out and jogged forward through the section lock. There was a similar presence on the other side. The AI protected the tunnels themselves, as that was the only way to explain why the guards were camping in such awkward spots. If they had set up next to the airlock, then they would hear whenever they clicked open and shut, and then no one would have been able to sneak through.
Eric remembered the instructions and routines in that first section lock. He frowned. Those algorithms would not have prevented section lock camping. Safe within the tunnel, he sat down as his hacking threads went to work. A nearby video camera was compromised safely, and the embedded program checked against the previous version. Most of it was identical, but extra flag routines had been added. If someone camped within view, then the central AI would be informed. How that AI responded was impossible to tell, but Eric was pretty confident it explained the kingdom’s reluctance to camp closer.
That was very interesting but not a concern for him; however, what his test did show was that the fundamental nature of the section lock hadn’t been altered. Satisfied that he wasn’t being monitored, Eric moved forward.
The next group was avoided by climbing a wall to an unguarded tunnel. It reminded him of some of the cramped tunnels in HC#199, except for the metal door that greeted him at the end. 
Eric laughed a little. 
He was in a high-tech station, and the door in front of him was exactly what it looked like. There was nothing high-tech. A simple design with a bar preventing it from opening. 
His soul flexed and his soul Blade went through the door, cutting the bar. He was in a rush and did it at an awkward angle. There would be no hiding the cut bar, but at this point, he didn’t care. He had only wanted to ensure his invisibility in the first bio-space to protect the commander from reprisals. By the time they found this damage, he would be long gone. He went through and used the bar to wedge the door shut. A solid hip and shoulder would open it up, but that was fine with him. His fix was only designed to prevent the breach from being discovered from casual observation.
Unable to stand fully in the small tunnel, he moved in an awkward crouch, hunched over and frequently using his arms to support himself. The ground sloped down. There were regular doors, but none of them were barred, and the stainless-steel hinges still worked as well as they had when first installed fifty years ago. 
It was a warren of tunnels, and he went up and down. Four times, he needed to unbar a door from his side and five times cut the bar with his soul Blade. Eric switched to soul-healing cultivation. The continuous use of the Blade was having an impact, which wasn’t surprising, as he was needing to manifest it at its maximum length to get through the doors. 
Eric understood why they hadn’t bothered to protect this tunnel. Without his soul Blade, it was impassable. 
He wondered how Fiona was going. 
At least this time, it would only be a month rather than two years. It was surprising how quickly he had gotten used to her presence. 
Eric unbarred the last door and slid down a steep incline, knowing it was safe and there were no watching eyes.
He ran, used sound distractions to break through two sets of internal checkpoints and reached the last barrier blocking his escape from the kingdom. 
It was another wall, complete with pompous guards carrying crossbows.
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THEY WERE FACING OUTWARDS, and it was easy enough to sneak in. Climb the wall at the furthest point from them, and then drop the fifteen meters to the ground.
Then comfortable that he was safe, Eric sprinted for the section lock. A single crossbow bolt was launched after him, and he sped up as the trigger was pulled, and it swished past harmlessly behind him. They, of course, didn’t follow.
Once he went through to the other side, he faced his next obstacle. Another welcoming party was there to greet him, but this time with a far more traditional setup. Small bunker spaces filled with men and women with guns. Before showing himself, Eric assessed the problem. There were six of them. If he came out shooting, it was possible one of them would get a single shot off. If he engaged them and they opened fire on him in a surprise attack, then it became slightly dicier, but it was still nothing he couldn’t handle. 
“Can I come out?” he yelled while hiding outside their line of fire.
“Yes.”
“I want to buy information.”
“We won’t shoot.”
None of them had awakened souls. Eric walked out, hands up. They could see his gun and that his hands were nowhere near it. He was surprised when not one of his enemies’ weapons moved to cover him. It was a clear sign that they were mostly peaceful and were probably positioned to stop a crusade from the idiots he had left rather than accost travelers. 
There was quick conversation, and then a man that could be best described as a Euro-Asian exited out of the back of a bunker gun free. As he did so, the woman he had been chatting with moved her gun to cover him. That was fair enough as far as he was concerned. 
The negotiator was a man of middling height, young, thin build and dressed in a rust red toga. Despite how he looked, he grinned at Eric with an expression that was a mixture of a farm boy and a used car salesman. 
“I’m Tones!” Eric yelled.
“Ados!” the toga man shouted back. “We don’t get many visitors from the Holy Light Kingdom.”
“I was just passing through. Never got their name.”
“That’s not an easy feat,” Ados observed and picked up two chairs that he carried toward him before placing them down midway between the tunnel and the bunkers. “Come join me and tell me your story.”
Hesitantly, Eric walked forward and sat down opposite the strange young man. The woman’s gun hadn’t stopped tracking him, and if he didn’t have his Mundane Damage Sensor augment, his skin would be crawling. 
Ados wore a happy, unassuming smile. “Come, talk?”
“Four months ago, I was at the GravBar.”
“I’ve heard of that,” Ados said. “It’s a long way from here.”
“Yeah.” Eric pretended to be embarrassed. “I was down to sixty and there were two twins. Big.” He gestured at the relevant body part.
Ados chuckled appreciatively. “And twins?”
“They said they weren’t identical, but I kept confusing their names. Clara and Kyla. Took me awhile, but Clara had a freckle.” Eric pointed near his eye. He was thinking of real people from his past life. “We were getting on like anything. They invited me back to their place.”
“And they jumped you,” Ados said knowingly.
“Nope.” Eric smirked. “Great night.”
There was no way his audience would realize he was talking about events that happened two hundred years in the future, but by dealing in truth, it would be harder for his deception to be discovered.
“It wasn’t until I got kicked out in the morning that I realized there was a problem. One of them had taken my wallet. So, I’m banging on the door telling them to give it back and I noticed a lot of big guys gathering together nearby. One of the twins poked her head out told me to piss off, and that she didn’t know who I was. I got the point.”
Ados was looking a lot less interested. “So, you don’t have any credits.” 
“I didn’t say that,” Eric said hurriedly. “The wallet contained a thousand untraceable credits and my ticket to the goddamn pub. At that point, it wasn’t about the credits. I just wanted the ticket, but Clara or Kyla, she was too far away to see the freckle, was having none of it. I think one of them was planning on using it to climb up.”
“Shit,” Ados said.
“I still had access to a dozen digital wallets, and while the thief ripped me off, I’m not that concerned, providing that large group didn’t get jump me. But the neighborhood’s bad, so rather than wasting time and pressing the situation, I walked away. Didn’t help that some thugs pursued me anyway.”
“They got you?”
“Nope again.” Eric flashed him a smile. “I think Clara did it deliberately. She had talked about how convenient it was that there was a section lock nearby. They robbed me blind but weren’t the malicious criminal types, and with the thugs after me, I followed her directions. Spotted the tunnel up and went down. You know how those work?” He assumed they did since they were right outside one, but it was polite to ask.
“Yes.”
“I spent four hours in it, figuring no matter how patient they were, they would give up. Only then did I sneak away. After that, I was trying to get back to the pub to pay my way to the surface. Two airlock tunnels later, I found an honest guy to escort me. The dude had laugh lines around his eyes and must have been almost seventy.” 
“And?”
“He led me to an ambush. Gave up two of electronic wallets immediately. Pricks thought I had more.”
Ados laughed. “You did?”
“Not the voidest point. They tortured me for a day.” The story came easily. Different location but functionally the same. “I swore black and blue that I was penniless. I think they accepted that, but rather than let me go, the moonie bastard’s gang pressed me.” Eric showed his neck where the collar would have been. “You can still see the bruising from the collar.” Ados couldn’t, Eric knew, but he still showed his neck.
Ados barely looked, but nodded acknowledgement. Eric had expected that. He had gambled on the fact that no one wanted to admit they couldn’t see something they were supposed to be able to observe.
“It took two months to escape, and I stumbled into the voidest pretend knight people.” He jerked a thumb behind him. “I’ve been running ever since.”
Ados smiled. “That’s a great story.”
“Unless you lived it.”
The other man waved the comment away. “I don’t really care. I’m a businessman. I can sell you information and entry.” He jerked his head back at the barricades. “And…” his lip turned down slightly, “some sensible clothes.”
“How much? I don’t have that many credits left.”
“Nothing outlandish.” Ados grinned. “Three hundred should do it.”
Eric let his younger self slip out, who was absolutely aghast at the price. “I’m not doing that. I’ll go back.”
“What will you give me?”
“For clothes, information on the best way to get up. Not pub,” Eric said quickly. “I don’t have the ready credits to buy my way through them anymore and a few days of food. I’ll give you fifty.”
“I think you are overestimating the value of those credits down here. For that much stuff, I’ll need at least a hundred fifty.”
“Seventy-five.”
“A hundred twenty-five.”
“Seventy-five,” Eric repeated.
Ados shook his head. “Nope, can’t move.”
“Eighty?”
Ados smiled, and they went back and forth for five minutes. Eric pressed on what exactly he was getting and ended up paying a hundred and three credits for an extra three days’ food, four hundred units of local currency of which three hundred would be needed as bribes at the nearby checkpoints and two letters of recommendation to make sure those bribes were sufficient. 
Ados offered his fist to bump. “Pleasure doing business. Now it’s a matter of payment.”
“I assume you have a system terminal.”
“Of course, we’re not barbarians. Follow.” Ados got up and walked briskly away, leaving the chairs.
The same woman who had kept him in her scopes for the entire conversation dropped her rifle and exited, holding a handgun. She took up a position directly behind him.
“Ados? What’s with the muscle?”
The woman’s face flickered in amusement at that description of her. She wasn’t muscle. She was a slight woman and short compared to the locals, a waif who was carrying a gun. 
“Don’t worry, Tones. She’s security until the transaction is done. We’ve had runners before.”
Five minutes later, Ados brought him into a small hut that had a fully functioning networked screen within it. 
A young boy ran in with what was clearly the food and clothes he had bought. The toga looked threadbare and was dyed an unappealing dull yellow, but from what he had seen, it would let him fit in perfectly.
“Please.” Ados gestured at the terminal.
The digital wallet was purely password protected. Three hundred characters later, the specified credit amount was separated out. Ados touched it to transfer it to his account.
“Pleasure doing business, Tones.” He offered his hand to shake. “Everything we agreed on is in the pile.” With a pleasant nod, the man walked away with his muscle in tow. 
Wow, no double-crossing, Eric thought, impressed. He had been expecting things to fall apart, but as it had just been him versus the two of them, he had been confident in his ability to extract himself.
He put on the clothes and kept going while thinking about a place to sleep. Rather than roughing it, he purchased a room in a standard hotel layout. It was built into the wall with rooms having balconies that were only accessible using rope ladders. Despite it having the same layout as that first bio-space he had entered when leaving the GravBar, there was none of the flying fox ropes crisscrossing the atrium. That was probably a gravity consideration. 
The room he was assigned was small, but joy of joys, had a working shower. It was a godsend, even if it lacked sensor assistance. Then ten minutes later, a hot dinner of stew was delivered along with some danishes for the next morning. The door was inward swinging, and as usual with his training, he positioned furniture to prevent anyone from forcing it open and then ate the stew quickly. One lovely hot shower later, he slept the blissful sleep of the exhausted for five hours to recharge his energies. 
When he awoke, he exited unmarked and continued his trek toward the surface. As much as he could, he remained invisible. Between seventy-five and eighty-five, he paid another thirty credits to purchase a lift down fifteen floors, and even after only a couple of days at lower gravity, he felt heavy. Eric pushed through. He would not enjoy one hundred percent, but he still had a week, and his body would acclimatize as he descended. 
The other advantage of getting closer to civilization was that there were actual terminals that gave him frequent access to the outside world. 
Eric piggybacked on one of the local identities they had hijacked.
Georgine Laxley

Communicates regularly with her grandmother on Venus orbital. Has an awakened soul and is prone to flights of fantasy in her letters.

Eric composed the letter he wanted to send, and then ran it through the algorithm that would convert the letter into something Georgine would write, and then hit send. 
Hey Nan,

I’m alive and had a boring day at home. I read this amazing story. There were real life knights, men were second-class citizens, and they had conquered three kingdoms. The main character had an epic quest to sneak through the place. She did it by using her superior scouting to predict enemy soldier movements and her liberal use of a magical open lock spell. She even had to go swimming twice but could light a hot fire afterwards to dry off. Best of all, she hardly killed anyone.

The next kingdom was more normal, and she got through it relying on his gold coins. 

Anyway, I’ve been thinking about when I can leave this station and come live with you. I think that will make me very happy. I’m in great health and just need to complete my current job.

Love, Georgine.

Theoretically, the letter would never reach the nan as the sniffer they had in place would intercept it, but even if it did, her nan would not perceive the message to be out of character. Fiona would run the reverse algorithm and see exactly what he wrote. 
Then he went and bought dinner at a nearby pub while he planned what he had to do. He still needed to go up three airlocks and walk almost forty kilometers horizontally, but here, unlike deeper down, he had a functioning map they had scraped off the net before visiting the station. 
That was a hard day of travel, and he had three of them left. “Damn. You could have stayed an extra few days,” he grumbled to himself.
Annoyed, he got up and checked the mail. Georgine had a response from her grandmother. 
Hey Georgie,

Kisses and hugs. I can’t wait for you to come live with me and, why, that story sounded exciting. I am sure the hero was forced to kill the people she did and I feel bad for her. Anyway, nothing much has happened with me apart from me flipping the calendar and crossing off days.

Typed words can’t capture how much I love you.

Eric wiped away a tear. Like he often did when he was emotionally unstable, he loaded the short video. The countdown was at zero, of course. Fiona in a life pod, with a tear-streaked face. Looking into the camera. “Love you.” And then the video ended.
With an enormous sigh, he used his upper arms to rub out the tears. His eyes stung, and then he turned and started walking. There was a kid to meet, replace, and send away to a better life.










CHAPTER 59





THIS FIGHT WAS AS MUCH for Fiona’s future as the rest of humanity, and they had hundreds of years together if they wanted it. A month or two apart would affect nothing. Eric felt his purpose harden once more.
Finally, after two leisurely days of walking, he was in the final bio-space, and he looked around in appreciation at the spot where Toro had grown up. No wonder the kid had become a mechanical genius. He was looking at a steampunk wonderland. 
The atrium area that was usually empty with long sight lines had been transformed. Once upon a time, this had been the most common design. The one where living and shopping areas were built into the walls around the open space that was ten kilometers long, three hundred wide and forty high. The locals had remodeled the area. Without cheating with his trait, Eric could barely see fifty meters ahead of him. Amongst other things, an internal transport system had been built. How they had sourced that much material was a mystery. Eric observed space tubes as wide as he was tall, that snaked everywhere. Pods were shooting within them at high speeds and being slowed by successive energy capture methods to improve efficiency.
There was what could be best described as a pod station right in front of him. A pod arrived and compressed what from the outside was a large black cylinder, but Eric knew it was an advanced version of a spring. Counterweights had also been projected up as the pod had come into the station, absorbing at least some of the kinetic energy the pod had possessed.
Routinely, an elderly couple got out, and then a young guy, who was physically a few years older than Eric, got into the pod carrying a heavy tool belt. It was like it was choreographed. The counterweight came down, the spring was released, and the pod accelerated away. His mind calculated what he was observing, and unless he was missing his mark badly, those tubes had electromagnets to levitate the cars and internal vacuum to lower air resistance.
Not a bad design, Eric decided, but it looked dangerous. A single failure in a long vacuum tube wasn’t a good outcome for passersby or anyone using the tracks.
Actually, not that dangerous. He could see valves opening and shutting every thirty meters along the track. An accident in one spot would be contained and not create a catastrophic collapse. It was a fascinating construction particularly because most of the design was mechanical. Not purely Newtonian physics, but an awful lot of it was.
“She’s a beauty, isn’t she?”
Eric pretended to be surprised by the sudden voice. Toro, being so close to where he entered the bio-space, had been an unexpected bonus. Eric turned to look at him. It was Toro Monaldo in the flesh, and anger coursed through him. There was a rush of blood to his head, and despite knowing that Toro hadn’t been at fault, all those movies had developed a deep-seated hatred that almost got away from him. He wanted to hit him in the nose.
Not his fault. Toro was as much as a victim as humanity. Eric repeated it rapidly inside him. If Toro’s presence created this level of emotional response, what the hell was he going to do when he met GIT or one of the others? 
He buried the anger and studied the young man next to him. He was skinner than Eric had hoped, but the nanodes he had consumed to strip of muscle mass might still be working, which would get Eric closer to the other man’s physique in time. Other details were good. Their heights matched and a small amount of surgery would definitely allow his face to morph into the kid’s. Was he going to punch all the mirrors that he ran into? He could do this, Eric decided. Seeing the boy in the flesh made all those theoretical calculations a lot more real. He would need to hunch over more keep his eyes down, and then he could step sideways into Toro’s life. 
“Yep, it’s amazing what an excellent system AI can maintain,” Eric stated, being deliberately ignorant.
“No.” The boy waved his hands wildly. “I-I mean, we maintain it and built it, and not any AI.”
“Really. It’s got some impressive…” Eric scanned the structure. “Features. Are those true vacuum tunnels?”
“Sixty kilometers, but partially not true. One hundred thousandth of atmospheric pressure.”
“What?” Eric exclaimed, unbidden. If he had been drinking, he would have sprayed a mouthful of liquor everywhere. “That sure sounds like a true vacuum to me.”
The kid shrugged. “We’ve discussed trying to reduce it further, but the mathematics show it’s not worth the effort. Math says a thousandth is good enough, but that’s not as cool as a hundred times that.”
Eric laughed politely. “How frequent are the valves?”
“Every thirty meters, but if there’s a breach, the internal valves leak like anything. Last time a line blew, the entire network dropped to low hundreds of atmospheric reduction. Took almost three months to fix it up.”
For the next hour, Eric talked geek with Toro. He attempted to follow speech patterns and memorize the way he fidgeted. Eric didn’t believe it mattered. After all, it was proficiency that ultimately got Toro the job. Eric’s professionalism didn’t let him do anything but his best. The fewer ripples his substitution made, the more likely it would be that he would get accepted on Traitor GIT’s ship and in a position to do something. 
They walked back to where Toro stayed, and he pointed out a nearby pub where Eric could get a room.
“What’s your dream life?”
Toro looked wistful. “I just woke my soul. The mechanics guild,” he waved at all the surrounding machinery, “didn’t approve. They think it’s an abomination, but I want to see the stars and HC#002. A whole new solar system that only Soul Jumps let us visit. I love this,” he gestured again. “Mundane technology, as the aliens call it. However, I dream of more. If we can do all of this with three dimensions barely touching the electromagnetic spectrum, let alone multi-dimensional physics with all of it? What else could we do? Consider for a moment the potential of constructing below the Planck level. If you fold in other dimensions–”
“You can’t,” Eric said automatically.
“What?”
Internally, Eric cursed himself. “Just a whimsical theory of mine. All the issues with our understanding break apart once you get down that far. I think anything constructed at that level is called entities by the church.”
“Oh.”
“Gods,” Eric clarified.
“I know what entities are, so I probably can’t manage that.” Toro chuckled nervously. “But my point was if we can do all that.” He was waving at the strange landing of incredibly efficient macro machinery. “With the most basic of mundane, just imagine what else humanity is capable of. As for a soul, what can it help forge?”
Eric almost bit his tongue at that casual hypothesis. It hit closer to the mark than Toro knew. He had witnessed the sort of miracles that could be created with advanced mundane technology, let alone aided with soul forging.
“Sounds incredible,” he responded neutrally.
“Yes.”
“And that’s why I want to be a jump mage.”
“How does that help you build stuff?”
Toro laughed. “It doesn’t directly. Mainly, I need to leave here and see new worlds. Imagine how the new world might inspire me. I don’t even care about the pay. I want to link up with one of those brave captains willing to leap into the unknown, hoping to find something amazing. And my vacuum master keeps telling me that, for every successful jump to a new planet, there are hundreds of ships that fail to return. And that’s not because they’ve found nirvana. I don’t believe him. The church archives claim blind jumps are dangerous, but I reckon it’s propaganda. You can’t trust aliens and I think they’re trying to hold us back.”
“You’d die for that? The chance to be the first to see a new planet?”
“Yeah, I would.”
“Hey, I’m going to the surface tomorrow and getting off station. Do you want to come?” Eric knew it was a day early, but appearing on the exact day Toro was making the decision to leave and wanting to accompany him would be too suspicious.
The kid nodded vigorously.
For the last half of the conversation, they had been standing outside the hotel. “Meet here tomorrow at eight?”
Toro ran away, beaming.
“So young,” Eric whispered to himself once the man had gone. Then he didn’t go into the hotel straight away. As he spotted a terminal, he rushed over. 
There was an account Fiona had set up when she was here that was available for him to use now that he was closer to the surface. When he checked it, there were four messages waiting. He opened them, smiling more and more after each. They were all personal, except for the last.
The bit of business with my uncle has concluded. He’s talking about taking us to Earth to go ice fishing. Isn’t that exciting? 
Good, Eric thought.
Francis had booby-trapped the landing zone of the new alien. Now it was only a matter of time until that ship came through, and hopefully, humanity would get some free technology.
After that, Eric let his AI decide the best identity to use and shot her a brief note.
To my love,

I found the ring that I had lost. It had rolled under that old dishwasher art installation. I have been thinking about you constantly. Now that I’m no longer as distracted as previously, I can’t keep my thoughts away from you. 

Love.

The ring was code for Toro. The weird phrasing was to match all the other correspondence from the identity he was borrowing.
Feeling melancholic, he went to his room for the night and spent eight hours split between sleeping and cultivating. When he went downstairs for breakfast, Toro was waiting for him. He was dressed in traveling clothes with an immaculately put-together backpack. Eric could not see the materials but would not be surprised if it used carbon fiber threads for stitching and that it was constructed from some impressive lightweight leather substitute.
“Eager?”
The boy nodded.
“Nice backpack. How did you get it ready so quickly?”
“I’ve been planning on leaving for six months and was going to go later this week, but figured I’ll be safer with you. Can I come?” Eric nodded. 
Together, they climbed quickly. There were no guarded choke points this high up and the section locks, rather than being horizontally spread, were actually clustered. You could go down one floor, and then continue your descent straight toward the surface without having to traverse multiple kilometers like the design below had forced. 
“What’s up?” Toro asked, noticing how Eric was becoming more cautious.
“The density of people is dropping, and there are guards on the airlock up ahead.”
“Oh,” Toro said in sudden understanding. “I figured you knew. It’s a dead zone.”
Eric stopped. “What does that mean?” He, of course, knew, but the chance to get a local’s interpretation on the phenomenon wasn’t something that he wanted to give up. 
“Nothing,” Toro squeaked, sensing Eric’s abrupt focus. “It’s dangerous as sometimes gangs take residence, but mainly it’s just abandoned.”
“Why?”
There was a thoughtful silence. “It’s just how things go. Areas get rundown, they get abandoned, and then eventually, locked away and they get renewed, then new people move in…”
“That…” Eric hesitated as he thought it through. “…corresponds to what I know. And these levels ahead have been abandoned but not yet renewed?”
“Yes, or at least, last I heard.” Toro looked thoughtful.
With slightly less tension, he approached the airlock tunnel. There were six of them, and they seemed to be playing a card game. However, they were guards, not bandits. Eric’s Soul Scouting had watched them respond positively to a group earlier, so they were worth a conversation, rather than leaving horizontally and trying to find a different route down.
Two of them stood up, hands on guns, but not directly threatening them as they approached. One had a handout, asking for patience as they both watched the action. The other four kept playing, not even bothering to look up. Eric and Toro stood there, watching. Soul Scouting let him skip around and check the cards they were holding. The mid-thirties blonde woman was going to win the current hand.
Curiously, they approached, but when they were five meters away, the guards that were watching them held their gun tighter, their back straightened. Both he and Toro stopped instinctively. That was threatening body language if he had ever seen it, even if they didn’t point the guns at them.
The game continued, with escalating bets. The blonde woman with the best hand folded and the youngest woman there, who had successfully bluffed her, had a barely discernible smirk on her face. With the hand finished, the youngest-looking of the group in his early twenties with a patchy blond beard finally turned to face them. 
“That looks fun,” Eric said.
“Not so much when Zara,” the talkative man said, pointing at the happy winner, “keeps getting stupidly lucky.” 
“Best bit is if I out earn you, then you have to cook tonight, hubs,” Zara said sweetly.
The man grimaced. “I’m Toby.”
He stood up and was significantly taller than Eric currently. Forever, he corrected instantly; he would still grow another few inches, but he wasn’t catching Toby. 
“Eric.” He pointed at himself. Then a nod. “Toro. Any reason you’re guarding here?”
“The lower levels are a little dangerous.”
“Dead lands, right.”
“Yep,” Toby agreed. “Some of the younger generation have set up shop there.” He wrinkled his nose. “Some of them are good kids, others on the path to be undesirables.”
“Young Jose,” Zara interrupted.
“Yeah, that was bad business. So, we’re here to stop them going and getting in trouble. We’re volunteers, but we can lose to Zar, as easily here as in the house.”
“Bullshit,” Zara exclaimed. “It’s Bob who normally robs us blind.” She pointed at the heaviest guy in the group.
“Rubbish,” Bob protested.
Zara playfully threw a few chips at him. Eric struggled not to smile.
“Anyway,” Toby said. “You two are free to go through.” His eyes dropped to the gun on Eric’s side. “If you didn’t have that, I wouldn’t be recommending it. Can you use it?”
Eric nodded cautiously.
“Try not to kill anyone. They’re mostly good kids.”
“Oh, you don’t have to worry about that. I’m a talk first guy and, unless there’s a large armed group, I’ll settle anything with fists, and if there’s an actual threat, we’ll hear them coming and avoid them.”
“Be safe.” Toby turned back to the game. “Now, Zar, your luck will not hold this time. Bob’s turn to deal.”
With a shrug at Toro, they continued.
The airlocks looked the same as normal, but somehow felt more worn. They entered one of the double-door ones, not wishing to use one of the tighter single-person varieties.
“Do you think we should go around? I mean, if there’s gangs?”
Eric shook his head. “I’m confident we can avoid trouble and, if not, I’ll be able to protect you.”
“How?”
“Excuse me?”
“Why are you so confident, and how did you know about the guards? The dead zone?”
Eric studied the person he was planning to impersonate. He was a perceptive little bugger. “Not here. I’ll explain somewhere more secure.”
They continued. The next level was occupied, but it was dying. There were holdouts in various apartments and they saw a big line in front of a dispenser.
Toro pointed as they passed it. “That’s a bad sign.”
“Why?”
“See how they’re all holding water containers?” 
Eric nodded.
“That’s one of things that happens. Food dispensaries shrink in number. Then water fails in accommodations. Eventually, it will fail in these central locations.”
“The AI doesn’t give anyone a choice?” 
Toro shrugged. “There are rumors of people who refused to move, and then the apartment door stopped working, and then water started, and when they could leave, they were somewhere else, and everything was fixed and–” He lowered his voice. “Sometimes they were in full free fall. But no one really believes those stories.”
“Doesn’t seem very efficient to move an apartment out in space, cancel momentum, and then spin it back into the station.”
“Yep, that’s a common theory, but mathematically, or at least energy-wise, it doesn’t make sense. There’s no need to move them outside the station. It’s more likely that there are internal voids they get shifted into.”
“That would make more sense. Not that it matters. All that is important is that they get moved.”
Toro nodded. “That they do. While everything feels very rigid, I doubt it is. Makes sense that the AI could shift areas around especially given enough time.”
“I understand how it could work. I just don’t know why a human would ever design it that way.”
“I don’t think a human did. The whole place is supposed to be AI-built. When it was built, it was constructed to survive forever. Sort of like an arc that could be sent through space. Apparently, there’s a fusion reactor with sufficient fuel for millions of years.”
Eric flinched at that comment. HC#461 had possessed a similar arc. The technology had still been working, even though at one point, an asteroid had blown it in half and created two separate vessels. The result was Unawakened animals orbiting the sun and multiple animal niches being filled with low genetic diversity. That meant all the animals had come from a single base stock. The dominant theory was that the creators had gone extinct and one of their pets had taken over the stations. Eric had always thought it was more probable that the sapient architects had devolved. That concept had weirded him out. It made him sick even imagining the process. Humans devolved into wolves and mice over tens of millions of years. It wasn’t even fanciful; while it was unclear what happened on that particular station, the evidence on other worlds had proved it was possible.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah, bad memories.”
“What, you’re like twenty; you can’t have that many.”
Eric looked at the kid. “Come on, let’s keep going.” 
The next level was almost completely abandoned. Eric spied an opportunity and dragged Toro into one of the empty apartments. According to his Soul Scouting, there were no electronics for fifty meters in any direction. It was a complete technology wasteland.
“Why are we going here?”
“Privacy.”
The apartment door slammed shut. These apartments used fiber optic cables so bright light filled the place even while there was no actual electricity. 
“Why do we need privacy?”
“Because of what I’m going to tell you.”










CHAPTER 60





THE KID LOOKED at him apprehensively. “Should I be worried?”
Eric laughed. “Yes, and no. More yes, but not about you personally.”
Toro studied him curiously. “You’re intelligent. You’ve got more knowledge than you should and somehow you can see into the distance like finding this place.”
“What do you mean? I could have picked any apartment.” 
“That’s not precisely true.”
“Well, on this level, it is. An apartment in that direction.” Eric pointed to where he meant. “There’s an old couple still living there, but any other would have worked.”
The kid’s eyes were wide. “Why don’t you…” He stuttered for a moment. “Tell me what you wanted to say?”
“Have a seat.” Eric waved toward the still functioning sofas that were in the corner. “Then I will tell you.”
The two of them sat opposite each other with Toro looking like he wanted to bite his nails. He shifted, sitting on his hands to still them.
Eric nodded. Only an idiot wouldn’t be disturbed by this situation. “The crux of why I’m here is that I want to take over your identity.” 
Toro pulled his hands out, his eyes searching the apartment for any weapons. There was nothing there apart from the sofas, and he seemed to realize that. His eyes dropped to the gun on Eric’s belt. “You’re not going to kill me, are you?” 
“No. Never. But I need your identity. A friend of mine will look after you. He’ll give you the opportunity to do what you want. See new worlds, that sort of stuff.”
Confusion filled Toro’s face and Eric didn’t blame him at all. “You’re not making sense. What do you mean by my identity? I’m a nobody apart from upstairs.” His eyes widened in horror. “What are you going to do to Newtraland? I won’t let you.”
“Newtraland?” Eric asked, surprised by the direction the conversation had gone.
Toro went to stand.
With a flick of his mind, Eric activated Soul Scouting and pushed Toro, as hard as the trait could manage, right in the chest. He had waited to launch the attack for when Toro was almost up, but before his center of gravity got over his feet. A timed push at that exact moment allowed the relatively weak physical manifestation of his trait to have maximum impact due to leverage.
Toro collapsed back into the chair, then froze, his wide eyes measuring and calculating. They searched the air for the technology that Eric had apparently used.
“Newtraland? Where we came from?” Eric guessed.
He saw that blink at the guess and the tiniest of instinctive nods before the terror seized Toro once more.
Eric chuckled. “Believe me, there is no way I’m climbing up ten bio-spaces anytime in my life. I’m never going back to Newtraland.” 
Toro had crept backward right to the corner of the couch. His knees were drawn up to his chest as he cowered backward. Then what Eric said must have registered.
“You’re not intending to use me to infiltrate Newtraland and create some accident?”
Eric knew he had totally stuffed up this meeting. He probably should have knocked Toro unconscious and packaged him off for Zhong to collect elsewhere. What he had done, engineering this situation, was cruel, but it was too late for him to do anything but go with it.
“If I wanted that,” Eric told him reasonably, “I would have waylaid you eight bio-spaces ago.” His words hadn’t comforted the other man at all, not that Eric had expected it to. That sort of logic rarely did. “I’m not doing anything to Newtraland.”
“My identity,” Toro muttered to himself. “Why? Outside Newtraland, I don’t have an identity.” Toro was looking at him like he was crazy. “I don’t understand. I think you’ve got the wrong person.”
“I don’t.”
“You met me randomly yesterday.”
“No.”
Toro ignored him. “And then you’re telling me you want my identity. For the surface?”
Eric nodded.
“I don’t exist on the surface. He’s crazy.” The last Toro addressed to himself. “Placate, talk, divert. Don’t make eye contact,” Toro muttered under his breath. Then he breathed in deeply. “Why don’t you tell me your plan?”
Eric shook his head, annoyed at himself, and wondered if his subconscious bias had engineered this. Initially, he had wanted to bash him, and while he couldn’t in good conscience this was probably meaner, even if consciously, it was an accident. “My plan. Let me express it differently. There are two ways we can do this. You can cooperate, go with my friend and not ask questions. That’s the straightforward path and the one I recommend. Alternatively, I can tell you the truth and we’ll see what happens after.”
“Happens?”
“Sometimes knowing the truth has consequences.” 
Eric could see the boy thinking furiously. 
“If I’m crazy, I’m already doomed. But if he’s not crazy…”
“I don’t think you should say that stuff out loud. I mean, if I was crazy.”
Toro ignored him. “Meeting wasn’t a coincidence. He could talk about technical details. Can see stuff outside his line of sight. Didn’t know or pretended not to know even the basics about the station.”
“More pretended,” Eric told him helpfully.
“Based on his physical looks, he’s from off station. Found me and wants to take my identity for something on the surface. I guess I’m back to crazy.”
Eric said nothing, waiting to see where this was going.
“Deduction. There are two possibilities. He’s crazy and had a detailed background in mechanical energy efficient technology design. Really only taught in Newtraland and I’ve never seen him. But off station, and it makes no sense for someone off station to limit themselves to primarily mechanical build. Then?” The boy stopped talking and an even more horrified expression appeared on his face. 
“Yes?” Eric asked, waiting to see if he would guess.
“Adginal hired you. He wants to get rid of me, so he gets the apprenticeship. But the thing I don’t understand is how did he get the money and why bother with that? It doesn’t make sense.”
Eric laughed. He couldn’t help himself. 
Toro glared at him, but the fear was being replaced with the bravado that someone got when confronted by a large dog. If you ran, you were in trouble. Your only logical bet was to pacify it and become its friend. “That’s definitely a theory, but if it is just killing, it would have been done bio-spaces ago. Maybe the hiring was to escort off station, but that would cost more unless. Slavery?”
“No.” Eric shook his head, and he was sure Toro would have caught the repulsion that had flashed across his features. 
The kid relaxed a little more. “That’s a bit elaborate, and Adginal is a prick. If he had the money, he would have just done a hit in Newtraland. No need to hide it providing he gave himself an alibi, which is easy enough.”
Eric said nothing, waiting.
“The one flaw with my theory is it doesn’t explain your knowledge fully, and nor does it explain how you knew about those guards in advance.”
Eric shrugged. “That’s simple. I have a soul trait that does it.”
“And you pushed me down with a thought.”
“Funny story, same trait.” 
“And why would you want to take my identity?” Privately, Eric cursed himself for letting that slip at the start. He should have confessed about the Soul Scouting, proved it and they pretended to be his friend until he was ready to bag him. 
Toro was studying him intently. “Or.” The words stretched out and the look he was receiving was more calculating.
Eric didn’t know what to do. For some reason, he thought he could trust this man, but now he was wondering. The deductions he had done, Eric wasn’t sure he could let him walk away. He hadn’t intended to kill him, but he might not have a choice. 
If he had been smarter, then he should have just escorted him and organized for him to be mugged and taken away in some sort of modern-day slavery thing. Let some of Zhong’s gang contacts do the work anonymously. Then they could have let the kid escape in a year’s time. That would have got the right outcome, and no one would have been any the wiser. Especially not Toro. 
As much as Eric detested slavery, a year of it would have been fair payment for Eric saving Toro’s life by extracting him out of the clutches of Traitor GIT.
“The option I’m thinking about doesn’t make sense. I’m not special.” Toro had gone from meek and terrified to staring Eric down. That need to understand everything bolstering the kid’s backbone. “Are you?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Eric answered flatly.
“You were willing to tell me earlier. What has changed?”
“What’s your guess?”
Name laughed. “It’s ridiculous. Arrogant. Not grounded in reality. How could a kid from the eighty-fifth possibly be important?”
“You never know.”
“Why would someone want to take my identity when no one knows anything about me apart from maybe the adjacent bio-spaces?” The kid’s eyes were still studying him, trying to unravel what was happening. “My identity has no value outside the mechanical floors, and in the mechanical floors, it’s useless to you. Even though you have my general build, there is no way you could pretend to be me. Too many people know me too well. Does that seem logical to you?”
Eric deliberately said nothing and waited for the kid to come to his conclusion. 
“Yet, that is what you said. And you have a friend waiting to help me.”
Toro waited for Eric to nod confirmation.
The kid bit his lips, looked right and left, and then, for the first time in the apartment, made proper unflinching eye contact. “Are you the reborn?”
It was like a tidal wave broke over him, but Eric managed not to show anything on his features. “What do you know of the reborn?”
“There are church crazies down here too. Or church adherents, which is the more polite way of stating it.”
Eric made no move to either confirm or deny.
“You’re the reborn,” Toro concluded with more confidence. “That and crazy are the only thing that matches the data.”
“And in this fictional world where I’m that, what would you do?”
“I would deduce that at some point, humanity was killed off, and a reborn was needed to stop that occurring. Given that it is my duty to help you and not mention it to anyone. Else,” the boy finished.
“I’m the reborn.”
Eric was expecting Guidance to stir. Nothing happened. Toro didn’t laugh, but neither did he dispute the statement.
“Do you have any way to prove that?”
“Not right now. Not here.” Eric’s fingers drummed, and a flame appeared. Then he closed his fist and a ten-centimeter-long soul Blade appeared. “And I can do this,” he whispered right into the kid’s ear.
Toro jumped to his feet.
“It’s part of my trait,” Eric exclaimed from the other side of the apartment. “Sit.” Eric pushed the boy hard on his chest with Soul Scouting, so he fell back onto the couch. “Don’t overreact,” Eric said normally. “That wasn’t proof. It was a demonstration of some of my skills. The talking, pushing, and seeing the distance is a trait called Soul Scouting. The flames come from Craauacklas boon.” A finger of flame danced in his palm, and then it morphed into a small dragon that was sustained for a small period. “And then the soul Blade. I’m sure you understand what that is. None of this proves anything. There are also no events that you know of or can find a way to independently check that I can tell you of. But I am the reborn.” Eric found it actually felt nice to say it. 
“And you need my identity for something? What?” 
“That’s easy. You reach the tourist layers and realize that there’s no jobs for you. With little choice, you seek employment at the dark docks. Fulfill a couple of small mechanical jobs.”
“Dark docks?” Toro interrupted.
“The dark docks are,” Eric paused, searching for the right term. Calling them pirates wasn’t quite right. “Where you go to get cheap service of dubious quality.” 
“What do you mean by that?”
“Smugglers, pirates, or just poor ship owners. No questions are ever asked about repairs or cargo. Not very reputable. Anyway, after you’ve done those couple of jobs, you do another one and the captain likes you and employs you as a sort of modern-day cabin boy. Basically, the kid who doesn’t really need to be paid but can keep all of his decrepit systems going.”
“You want to be on that ship?”
“Yes.”
“Is it so you can get smuggled somewhere to kill someone?”
“Not directly. But it is important for the future.”
Where was Guidance? Eric wondered to himself. He had told the boy that he was a reborn. The kid had promised to keep it a secret and to help him. Actually, now that Eric had reviewed what Toro had said, that wasn’t what had happened. Instead, all he had done was say that it was his duty.
“Toro. I need you to promise to keep this a secret and help me in the future if I need it.”
The boy hesitated, then nodded acknowledgment. “You have my promise.”
Guidance stirred and examined the boy, and then faded away like it didn’t care.
Eric was stunned. 
That was unexpected. 
Guidance always got involved except for Fiona until he had forced it.
“Why are you looking like that?”
“One of my boons didn’t trigger when I expected it to.”
“Is that a problem?” 
“I don’t know,” Eric admitted.
They sat in silence. Eric wondered what happened with his boon and Toro presumably trying to get his head around the concept that he was suddenly at the center of humanity’s future. 
“What now?” Toro asked.
“You promised to keep me a secret and to help me, which means giving me your identity.”
“Of course.” 
“The only thing left to decide is to whom I entrust you with. Do you want adventure or the opportunity to research?”
There was a momentary hesitation. “Adventure.”
Eric smiled. “Great. We still have tens of stairs to go down. And the guy I was getting to pick you up is the one who will give you adventure so that it’s easier.” Practically, there was no need to decide immediately. He would watch Toro and decide later. He might even get Zhong to put him in cold storage.
“Can you tell me what happened to me in my first life?”
Eric rolled his eyes. “Why is everyone always so obsessed with that?” Toro looked at him expectantly. “The scholarly consensus is that the captain killed you so you wouldn’t have to share the loot. Another branch suggests you were given an opportunity with an alien race to explore some of their ruins that they had discovered. Most of the proponents of that second theory think practically you were sold into slavery. In any case, you were never seen by humanity again.”
“So I wasn’t a villain?”
“No, yes.” Eric shrugged. “The captain, first mate, and their head of security got most of the blame.”
“What did they do wrong? To get a reborn involved?”
Eric thought furiously. On one hand, Guidance hadn’t stirred, which implied that the kid was probably trustworthy. On the other hand, Guidance hadn’t bound him like the boon was capable of. Was that because Toro was trustworthy or that he was incapable of being a hero, or both? Eric wasn’t sure whether that meant he needed to watch his tongue or not, but it was probably not that colossal risk to mention what happened.
“The captain discovered something major. Then sold humanity down the drain. Everyone hated him.” 
Toro thought it through. “I hope you stop him.”
Eric smiled. “I guarantee I will.”










CHAPTER 61





THEY LEFT the apartment and hurried downwards in the section locks, with gravity slowly increasing. Everything on a space station with centrifugal forces with flipped around. To increase gravity, you went downstairs toward the rim of the station. To reduce it, then you climbed upward.
Once they departed the dead zone, it all became a lot easier. Surface levels, or at least this section of them, were clearly more civilized than further down. There was frequent movement of people on day trips and often automated stations providing fast transport that linked different bio-spaces without the need to go through the manual airlocks. 
Toro looked around fugitivity. 
Soul Scouting confirmed no one was near them. “What do you want to ask?”
“Why’s this so easy? I would’ve expected travelers from the lower percentages to be accosted.”
Eric chuckled. “You’re right. Unfortunately, despite the high veneer of civility, this place has its fair share of extortion gangs. I’ve been actively avoiding them. Twice. I’m sure they were very confused about how we didn’t walk into the ambush they’d been setting up.”
“Ambush?”
“Yes, but they didn’t seem like the type that would leave their victims dead. Just shake them down if you’d come by yourself with no belongings you’d have gotten through unscathed. Me with a gun, maybe not.”
Finally, they reached one hundred percent level and were firmly in the tourist space.
Eric stopped Toro by grabbing his arm. The kid looked at him in surprise. “We’re parting here.”
“Why?”
“Operational procedures. I don’t need to remind you not to say anything.”
Toro appeared scandalized. “What? No. I’ll be…”
“I believe you,” Eric interrupted quietly. “Remember, this is about the fate of humanity.” The way Toro’s face hardened told Eric that he was taking it seriously. “No mistakes, no ideal conversations.” The other man was getting more and more annoyed. “I’m going to send instructions to your handhold.”
“How?”
Eric raised an eyebrow. “Best way to think about it is that I have a very advanced handhold in my soul space.”
“You can do that?”
Eric laughed at that genuine awe in Toro’s expression. “There’s lots of fantastical things that soul and technology can do which haven’t made it into 2142.” With a simple prod, Eric hacked Toro’s handhold and left the data packet. “Follow the directions, and a representative of mine will pick you up.”
“Sure, send it over.”
“It’s already there,” Eric told him dryly.
He saw Toro’s eyebrows furrow and his hands danced across his handhold. “What? You hacked my device. This is supposed to be hack-proof. I bought it because of its security.”
Eric laughed. “Nothing outside a soul is hack-proof.”
There was frustration on Toro’s face.
“Follow the instructions,” Eric ordered more quietly. “And hopefully, we will catch up in six months.”
Toro wanted to say more, but he noticed how Eric was looking and instead pinched the bridge of his nose. “Thank you for not…” He trailed off.
Eric said nothing. He reminded himself about how close he had come to eliminating him, and he still didn’t know if he had made the right decision to let him live. Of course, someone who thought as quickly as Toro would have worked that out.
Toro nodded and left. Eric watched him until he vanished down a section lock tunnel. Then he found an empty apartment and let himself in. The place was networked, and he triggered the pre-prepared routines. Zhong was contacted, Fiona was sent an hour of video that he had recorded over the last week, and finally, an address for the package that he needed to be delivered. 
Eric lay down and entered a cultivation state while his mind half-heartedly tracked what Toro was doing. So far, he was following the instructions a little too precisely. Eric’s spy training cringed. Toro, in trying to be secretive, stood out, but that didn’t matter. He didn’t have an identity as far as anyone in power was concerned. His failure to fit in might draw trouble to Toro but not to Eric as the reborn.
The drone arrived, and once it was safe in the apartment, Eric locked the door and physically secured the door. Then, flopping on the door, there were no longer any reasons to delay. A hacking thread snaked over to the complex machinery they had smuggled onto 2142 in advance and activated it. There was a hum, and then the drone buzzed toward him. Eric, mainly to disassociate from the coming pain, threw himself into his cultivation.
The machine set about changing him.
Facial structure was altered, cartilage cut out in places, and then inserted in others. Muscles that the nanodes hadn’t thinned out enough were surgically transformed. Individual muscle fibers were cut out and the fat cells around them sucked out. In a day’s time, when it finished, Eric would look a lot skinnier and would have lost almost twenty percent of his body weight.
If it wasn’t for his soul healing, this sort of major operation would lay someone out for days if not weeks. It was also the type of operation that no one did in the future. 
Unless they were desperate.
It was dangerous for the soul to eject that much mass from someone’s body. Unfortunately, Traitor GIT was important enough that he would go the extra mile to make sure nothing screwed him up, and he got onto the ship as advertised. He wanted to be exactly like Toro. There was a chance, admittedly a remote one, that a muscular Toro would not have been accepted onto the White Sparrow.
Cultivation rapidly became impossible because of the disruptive surgery. Eric seamlessly switched his patterns to soul healing while relying on Last Stand Sentinel to patch the physical side. 
The drone kept going, and twelve hours later, it moved away. That changed precisely nothing for Eric. He needed to recover before he could move, and healing the soul damage was his focus. He kept the soothing flow rolling through him. Nothing strenuous or complicated. Instead, he relied on the most basic of general soul healing patterns, the sort you would use if you had been blasted by a nasty ripple. 
There was an unsettling shift of Guidance, nothing extreme. It just moved slightly before fading away. Eric had tensed when he had felt the shift, but because it didn’t wake fully, he relaxed immediately. He wasn’t alarmed; this restlessness had been occurring since HC#002 where the boon would shift a few times each day. Usually, it occurred when Eric was active and his instinct would be, Did that actually happen? Because it was almost over before it started. Then he would feel his mouth and there would be aching teeth, confirming his fears.
Lying on the bed, his senses had been heightened, so he had felt it clearly. But it was dormant once more and there was definitely no explanation for the movement this time. He had been doing nothing and meditating with a blank mind. Eric knew he hadn’t triggered it. Potentially, those moments were unrelated to him. Maybe there was some resonance between Guidance and Taavaewa, and that was what he was sensing. Taavaewa had done something and Guidance had felt it and that movement was it thinking? Or? Well…? It was beyond Eric’s soul level. There was no way for an ant like him to know, and it wasn’t like he was willing to ask.
With a mental shake, he pushed the disconcerting feeling aside and concentrate once more on his soul healing.
Six hours later, the flow stopped twitching and was perfectly smooth throughout him with each rotation. Eric then flexed his soul and grimaced. It felt inflexible and brittle. With little choice, he stayed where he was and focused soul healing on the minutiae. This time, instead of the holistic approach, he massaged a smaller area to relieve the tension. First, his little toe. Eric frowned at the slivers of damage within it that must have been transferred from his leg muscles. As he worked it, the rough bits disappeared. Then when that was fixed, he moved on to the next spot. He shifted his attention centimeter by centimeter to ensure nothing had snuck through.
As he worked, Eric worried about the risk of more insidious damage elsewhere on him. These low-level deferred and direct stresses were easy enough to iron out, and even someone without his discipline and skill would have been fine. The exercises he was completing were nothing that a month of rest would not have fixed. Still, he moved cautiously through his body, looking for an abscess. Even a tiny one less than a millimeter across could be problematic if he didn’t find it and heal the problem.
Finally, he reached the top of his head and was satisfied that he was safe.
The surgical procedure hadn’t done any significant damage.
Eric sighed in relief and opened his eyes while promising himself that he would never try that again. 
With the recovery finished, he released his processor to connect to the outside world once more. Threads flashed out to hook up to the network. A series of internal dings went off as the processor sorted through the mass of information that had been thrown his way. 
Toro was secured and was now part of Zhong’s crew. The other man, true to form, had gone the ‘trust but verify’ route. Detailed analysis of everything Toro had done after leaving his apartment was included in the package Zhong sent him and an overall tick mark.
The decision to keep Toro alive hadn’t backfired.
There were several videos from Fiona for him to watch, which he indulged in briefly before forcing himself to move. They were for later. Something special to keep him sane when he was the White Sparrow and restricted from doing anything because of GIT’s paranoia.
Finally, there was a heavily encrypted package that had three lines.
Trap for N set as directed.

Q6 objectives circulated and in motion.

SB twenty percent exposed.

The message was pretty much as expected. The nookie trap had been set. Quest six’s sub-steps to delay the Alien Integration Act had been sent out to the entire team. Once he got back from HC#004 with GIT dead, he was going to enjoy sitting down with the team to hear the outlandish ideas that they had put together.
The Soul Blades’ line was the most surprising of all the pieces of information. Zhong thought they had exposed twenty percent of the operations that was far better than he expected. The only explanation was that one of his long shot hired investigative agencies must have hit pay dirt.
For a moment, he considered whether he had any more instructions to give. The answer was no everything had been included in that first missive that he had sent out. Those three lines changed nothing. 
With a sigh, he rolled out of the bed and looked at the full-body mirror. He looked exactly like Toro Monaldo.
A face that was primed to be hit, Eric thought angrily.
Eric’s arms were thinner than they had ever been. Nose flatter and nostrils wider, Eric had known lots of people who had regularly changed their appearance, but he never had. At least his eyes didn’t need to change. 
“Damn,” Eric whispered. Fiona was possibly the only person who would recognize him now and even she might struggle briefly. 
Eric checked the time, and with another sigh, he exited the apartment. Within his processor, the itinerary that he was required to follow was displayed, and his time was no longer his own. 
First a timid visit to the public docks then to the dark docks. The funny thing was that Eric didn’t even have to consult Meditative Perfect Recall. He had played so many games pretending to be Toro that he knew everything that had to happen. One had even been an alternative history where you had to infiltrate the White Sparrow, and Toro was a double agent. Fiction mirroring fact, or maybe the solution he had come up with had been based on that famous game, and if he had never played it, then Eric might have found a more elegant solution to do what he was planning. 
He followed Toro’s specified itinerary, tracking the time. While working on what amounted to slave labor soldering, the clock ticked over and Soul Scouting went to work. Ten minutes later, the White Sparrow got close enough for him to scout its interior. 
He went straight to the jump room, interested to confirm how accurate the historical records were.
Gregory Isaac Thompson

Soul Stage–Evolved

Soul Traits:
Scouting Touch (Tier 4)

Soul Disciplines (27): Armor (28), Temporal jump (22), Defense (24), Blade (29), Cower (31), Projection (0) 

Physical Might (7):
Classification–Uncommon. Subskills: strength (8), Agility (6)

Sensory Capability (8):
Classification–Uncommon. Subskills: - Vision (10), Hearing (5), Smell (5), Interpretation (7)

Augment. Jump Crystal Processor

Eric briefly froze as he read GIT’s attributes, and then had to force his body to keep the welder moving, lest his pause looked suspicious.
The details were all wrong!
He blinked to an explosion of colors.
When he materialized on the pillar, two large screens filled his view.
“Don’t panic, sir,” the butler ordered. 
“How can I not panic! That’s wrong.” Eric pointed at the screen.
HISTORIC SOUL DISCIPLINE

Soul Disciplines (18): Armor (18), Temporal jump (22), Defense (15), Blade (19), Cower (20), Projection (0)

ACTUAL SOUL DISCIPLINE

Soul Disciplines (27): Armor (28), Temporal jump (22), Defense (24), Blade (29), Cower (31), Projection (0) 

“I can’t assassinate someone that much stronger than me.”
“Sir, calm down.”
“He is way more powerful than reported. How is that possible?”
The entire sea boiled, and then from all throughout his timeline, small bubbles floated up and entered a cyclonic storm above his hand. There was a lightning bolt that grounded behind him.
“Dramatic,” he observed dryly.
Nervous laughter greeted him. “GIT’s inflated attributes shouldn’t be too surprising. Historically, many people hid their soul discipline levels. I have over twenty thousand known examples when this occurred from your first timeline. In fact, understating by nine levels or fifty percent is not even material versus your historical data. According to your memories, twenty percent of people at some point in their lives lied in percentage terms by more.”
“But this screws us. At a soul level of eighteen with my superior skill, I expected to be able to beat him. It would have been difficult, but at least possible, but when his soul is three times as strong as mine… No chance.”
“I wouldn’t say no chance. Soul
Fire closes some of the gap.”
“And why hasn’t jump changed?”
“It’s not something you can easily hide if you’re doing frequent jumps, sir.”
“I was hiding it.”
“Yes, sir, I meant you can hide it if you don’t use the extra capability, but if you’re jumping regularly commercially and getting the most possible out of your ship, it’ll be pretty easy to tell if your jump rating was higher than what you were officially reporting.”
“I knew all that,” Eric admitted, and then stopped talking while he marshalled thoughts. “It surprised me.”
“Sorry, sir.”
Eric turned to the second screen to get more information on the trait and augment. They were just as much of a shock as the extra ten in armor. The historians had believed him to be traitless and there was no history of him buying a Jump Crystal Processor.
Eric knew well that it could be used to carry out micro-jumps, and given GIT’s paranoia, it wasn’t a surprise to Eric to see him possessing it, as it was a trump card to escape if you were ever kidnapped.
The trait wasn’t one that he recognized. 
Scouting Touch

Reveals the full status sheet, including traits, boons, and augments at a touch.

That description sent another wave of shock rushing through Eric. 
It changed everything. 
Toro was supposed to have been a three and Eric was an eight. Toro was augmentless, but Eric’s status showed something completely different. His intention to trick his way onto the ship by becoming a perfect facsimile of Toro was ruined. One touch, and then the traitor would see his unusual traits and augmentations and would never let him on board. Someone as a paranoid as GIT would reject him instantly.
For a moment, panic flooded through him. Impersonating Toro had been his only plan to infiltrate the ship and eliminate Traitor GIT once HC#004 had been discovered by humanity. Killing him early would not work, because if GIT was removed, it was possible that HC#004 would never be found.
Alternative plans flashed through his mind. Maybe there was a world where he could convert Delia’s or Zhong’s vessel into a battle cruiser and intercept GIT when he got back or before he left. Blow the bastard out of the sky.
But if he did that, then HC#004 would be lost, and Eric really wanted that for humanity.
Maybe he could do something from a government perspective to have him arrested when he got back from HC#004. Then have the knowledge of HC#004 be made public before it could be sold to aliens. Of course, GIT would get some compensation and probably be hailed as a hero. Eric was even okay with that outcome. If humanity got HC#004 for themselves, then he would shake the other man’s hand, providing, of course, that he didn’t lose his boon because of it.
It wouldn’t be too hard. A trumped-up charge, then government ships intercept GIT when he arrived back. Then a deal where HC#004 was exchanged for the charges to go away and a lifetime of luxury.
Something about that plan troubled him.
He shut his eyes to a kaleidoscope of colors.
“How did GIT enter the solar system?”
His wording was poor, but the AI knew what he was talking about.
Instead of answering, the screen in front of it lit up. It showed the traitor coming back in his vessel, jumping into the solar system right near the international hub. The ship then tight-beam communicated with the galactic ambassadors. With so many listening posts focused on the area, the full text had eventually been decoded but not for months after. 
“I have discovered a new system and I would like to request protection to enable a fair auction.”
“This is very unusual,” a cultured voice responded on behalf of the GNS.
“My ship trades across three government jurisdictions, all of whom may make claims on this knowledge. As you know, humans do not play nicely with each other. I do not want to be abducted for the benefit of one of them and wish for a free auction to take place.”
“Do I understand you want protection from disharmonious elements of your species.”
“Correct. Please hold, sir.”
Then there had been a pause while the GNS did something, and twenty seconds later, two ships jumped to position, themselves on either side of the White Sparrow. As far as military ships went, they were small ones, both being spheres barely two hundred meters across. However, Eric knew they had fire power and defensive abilities that would let them destroy the entire space force of any single one of the humanity powers. The moment those ships moved, there was no longer any chance to intercept Traitor GIT and the entire exchange from him appearing to be protected took less than a minute.
Eric paced back and forth along his concrete pillar. “It doesn’t seem like it, but is there a way to seize him in that window?” he mused to himself. 
“No, sir.”
He startled, having not expected a response.
“The galactic space station and surrounding areas are heavily defended. There is a large sphere you can’t jump into, and Traitor GIT’s jump took him to the very edge of that controlled space and well within the area that GNS has taken responsibility for the security of. They have security in place to mitigate mundane weapons. For example, you could not sneak in an anti-matter bomb close enough to do anything.”
“Railgun through the space GIT’s jumping into.”
“The GNS does not allow high speed projectiles to be fired through their controlled space. They’re likely to intercept any bullets we fire well before where GIT jumped to. We can’t even move out ship into position in advance or immediately after because they have location benders to ensure that ships don’t jump close to each other.”
“And there’s no way we can intercept the message or use a different mechanism to destroy the White Sparrow.”
“Sir. I rely on your knowledge, and you are not aware of any technology or soul tool that is available to humans at this point in time that could pierce what we know of the GNS defenses. The moment Traitor GIT jumped that close to the station, he was protected.”
“Does that mean I need to act on HC#004?”
“Or before, sir.”
Eric kept pacing. The choice hadn’t changed. He needed to either kill him immediately, trick himself aboard or smuggle someone else onto the ship who could destroy it in HC#004.
Think, he told himself angrily. There must be a solution.
He flipped open his status sheet.
Soul Stage–Awakened

Soul Traits: 

 
	Tier 4: Soul Scouting (IV), Epic Absorption
	Tier 3: Large, Variable Projection, Silent, Armored Soul, Unity
	Tier 2: Soul Defense

Soul Base Traits: Soul Optimization (II), Dimensional Charging (IV), Soul Augmentation Cannibalization (III), Processor Integration (I), Cultivation (I) (removable), {Empty slot}

Soul Disciplines (8): Armor (10), Soul Jump (11), Defense (9) + 5, Blade (7), Cower (5), Explosion (3.5)

Physical Might (1):
Classification–NA. Subskills: Strength (1), Agility (1)

Sensory Capability (1):
Classification–Uncommon. Subskills: - Vision (1), Hearing (1), Smell (1), Interpretation (4)

Offensive Augmentations: Hacking (38)

Defensive Augmentations: Mundane Damage Sensor (Uncommon)

Boons: Armor - Last Sentinel (II), Healing -Last Sentinel (III) 

Hidden

Boons: Temporal bubble (9), Meditative Perfect Recall, Guidance,

Qipcon - Hidden Detail (I), Flaming Joy (7)

His eyes flickered over what would be displayed, and they focused on the final boon. The one that he had gotten most recently from HC#002.
Curiously, he pulled up the upgrade requirements.
Boon of Qipcon - Hidden Detail (II) - 15 soul boon points

Boon of Qipcon - Hidden Detail (III) - 30 soul boon points

Boon of Qipcon - Hidden Detail (IV) - 60 soul boon points

Boon of Qipcon - Hidden Detail (IV)

Type: Growth

This boon, at the current level, makes the following invisible from outside observation:

 
	The boon itself.
	Hide up to 9 augments, boons, and traits of your choice.
	Quantified Soul Strength will match the strength projected by your trait. 

The boon’s functionality will be overwhelmed by the examination of anything three or more soul advancements above you. 

Rating - Legendary

Getting up the fourth level of the Qipcon boon was the first time that the third dot point appeared. It was the ability to ensure that the soul strength he projected would match what GIT’s trait would allow revealed. If he could get that boon, he could change his status sheet to align almost perfectly to Toro Monaldo’s or at least get close enough to it that it would not set off any of GIT’s alarms. Especially since if it hid the zootargace soul base, then that would hide the six traits associated with it at the same time.
With a mental adjustment, he projected what he would GIT would see if he upgraded the boon to level four.
Soul Stage–Newly Awakened

Soul Traits:
Large, Silent, Armored Soul, Unity, Soul Defense

Soul Disciplines (1): Armor (1), Soul Jump (1), Defense (1) + 5, Blade (1), Cower (1), Explosion (0)

Physical Might (1):
Classification–NA. Subskills: Strength (1), Agility (1)

Sensory Capability (1):
Classification–Uncommon. Subskills: - Vision (1), Hearing (1), Smell (1), Interpretation (1)

Augmentations: None 

Boons: None

The only issue was that he didn’t have quite enough points to upgrade the boon that far.
Despair briefly gripped him. Everything felt like it was about to fall apart. If he didn’t upgrade the Qipcon boon to level four, then he would not be able to sneak onto Traitor GIT’s ship, as his traits and augments would almost certainly raise the man’s hackles. For one without the level four upgrade, GIT would be able to see his true soul level. Something told Eric that if he presented with a soul level of eight and his traits and boons, he wasn’t getting on the ship. Level three in the boon would let him hide his choice of five items, and he had nine that were critical to hide.
Trait

 
	Soul Scouting (IV)
	Epic Absorption
	Variable Projection

Augment

 
	Zootargace soul base
	Hacking (38)
	Mundane Damage Sensor (Uncommon)

Boon

 
	Armor - Last Sentinel (II)
	Healing -Last Sentinel (III) 
	Flaming Joy

Leaving four of those traits or boons visible and a soul discipline of eight would threaten GIT too much to be allowed on the ship. His best combination to leave would be… Eric mentally brought it up.
Trait

 
	Epic Absorption
	Variable Projection

Boon

 
	Armor - Last Sentinel (II)
	Healing -Last Sentinel (III) 

Having both Last Sentinel boons visible would ring alarm bells, but everything else was even more sensitive. It wasn’t like he could present with a hacking capability of thirty-eight, considering where he was coming from. Or have the legendary Flaming Joy boon visible or Soul Scouting or the augment he got secretly from HC#002 that someone from 2142 could never naturally had obtained.
Nope.
Either he got Qipcon to level four or he would have to give up his infiltration plan.
Mentally, he reviewed the quests he had available. The delay Alien Integration Act didn’t have any readily accessible points, as there was nothing he could complete safely within a week, let alone a day. The original Ally quest had some utility, but it meant that in the next twenty-four hours, he would need to find twenty potential heroes and bind them. It was doable, but also perilous.
That thought made him pause. It was definitely a possibility, as he would not put it past Guidance to manipulate himself like that. IF he couldn’t get points from those two quests, that left only number six. 
Quest #6 - Eliminate Ecstatic Void Distributors.

 
	40 soul boon points assigned for each gang whose capacity to distribute Ecstatic Void is eliminated.

That meant they had to defeat the Soul Blades immediately. Zhong’s update of twenty percent progress provided a ray of hope. It was possible that would give them sufficient targets to satisfy the quest.
Hurriedly, he hacked into the terminal and sent an encrypted priority one message. 
Zhong, I’m triggering the oath. I need you to destroy the capacity of the Soul Blades to trade in Ecstatic Void. Use any resources you need to. You have twenty-four hours. 
He felt more than a little guilty about triggering the oath, and even as he sent the message, he felt Guidance stirring. For a moment, it disappeared, and Eric felt absolute peace. 
Then it rushed back. The tranquility shattered, and Eric physically flinched back. 
He ran his tongue over his teeth and regretted it. 
Zhong had a day, and if he hadn’t succeeded by then, he was going to need to recruit allies in the riskiest way possible, one where he didn’t research them first.
There was nothing he could do about it now. The only thing he could do was wait, and so he dropped back into Toro’s routine. Just like he had from Fiona’s apartment, Soul Scouting and his processor had worked out to watch his favorite news programs, with no one seeing them. 
After a day trying to find jobs, he retired to the free apartment he had found and put on the goggles that allowed the processor to communicate the important stuff to him. For five minutes, he tried to keep his eyes opened as he was bombarded with so many images that, to his conscious mind, it was a jumbled static.
Downloads complete.

With a sigh, he shut his eyes and entered Meditative Perfect Recall.
In a significantly nicer setting than his apartment, Eric sank into a soft couch and watched the videos. Zhong wasn’t acting alone. Dozens of attacks had been launched in multiple places against the Soul Blades. Talking heads were discussing the new drug war and the potential impact on everyday citizens. 
Eric wasn’t religious.
He had never been religious, but having stood in front of Taavaewa, he was less so now. With the fate of humanity on the line or at least one boon that would help him save humanity, Eric prayed. Tomorrow was the first time Toro met Traitor GIT, and all he could hope was that the strikes that were hitting the Soul Blades would be successful.
Years of practice in the army were the only thing that let him fall to sleep.
He awoke abruptly, startled something was wrong, then he felt it.
Guidance was awake.










CHAPTER 62





ERIC LAY ON HIS BED. His mouth ached, and he was too scared to move. They were the tail end of a strange dream, the type that was a blend between whimsical and horror. Disturbing and upbeat at the same time, but that didn’t matter. All he could focus on was that it was awake.
His mind flipped through scenarios, thoughts, and fears. Was it going to throw him back into the past? Re-teach him a lesson that the blessing of time had mercifully dulled by making him re-experience every horrendous moment of the events that initially taught?
There was no point speculating. Guidance was awake, and he would find out soon.
The screen above the bed switched on.
Internally, he gulped. 
That gave it… powers beyond affecting just himself. At this point, Eric wasn’t sure what it couldn’t do. At least it seemed to be on his side.
It was the communal news channel, and despite everything, Eric recognized the man standing in front of the cameras. He was a public Teflon crime boss that professed innocence. Based on his future knowledge, Eric knew the common speculation was right. He was firmly in charge.
“I am making this public announcement to state on record that I find Ecstatic Void trafficking to be despicable. I will instruct everyone I know to actively seek and destroy producers and/or traffickers of the stuff. A proclamation like that from me might do nothing. After all, I don’t know anyone who can directly influence the trafficking.” He laughed awkwardly, then his eyes hardened. “Seriously, there will be no dealing in Ecstatic Void. It does way too much damage to the chance to cultivate in the future and I will not tolerate it anymore. Humanity, to me, will always come before profit.”
The TV switched off. Eric hadn’t felt Guidance act to turn the screen on and off, but he felt it stretch, and then withdraw, vanishing like it had never been there. 
For almost a minute, he lay there paralyzed by the fear that it was about to come back. That it had intended to do something, and then forgotten. That… Eric shook his head. He needed to get used to it stirring without it delivering devastating consequences. Rather than thinking about it, Eric considered what he had been shown. Those words from the boss of the Soul Blades ran on repeat. The Soul Blades were leaving the trade. That was good, but then Eric thought about the screen switching on and that nugget of certainty that Guidance could affect the real world. Then, ‘Seriously, there will be no trafficking in Ecstatic Void.’
Zhong had been successful.
But… it had turned a screen on and off… and his teeth… hurt too much for him to sleep anytime soon. 
Gingerly, he got up and went to the bathroom sink. Then, very delicately, he brushed them. He wasn’t sure it helped, but anything to distract from what was happening in his head was worth ignoring.
So it could do that and if it had that power what else did it have?
With a sigh. He ducked into Meditative Perfect Recall and bought the Qipcon upgrades, and then just as he had imagined it, he changed what anyone external would see on his status sheet. The incriminating augments, soul strength, boons and traits would not be visible. 
“Time?”
The screen switched on. 
3:14

There would not be any more sleep, so he spent the time cultivating. 
Right on 5:45, like every other morning, Eric left and went to the message board. This was identical to what Toro would do. He wasn’t sure why he bothered. It wasn’t like GIT would have checked or cared about what Toro did prior to fixing his stuff. Eric knew he was mimicking the other man purely for the challenge of it. 
At the board, he sorted for requests for maintenance, and then touched the details he wanted.
Job. Fix a temperature moderation unit

Payment. 10 credits.

Parts required will be sourced separately.

It was the cheapest way to get labor. A skilled job which would take three hours to complete and you would not even get kickbacks from the part suppliers to help boost that amount. 
Toro was desperate. His dreams were failing, and he needed to get the credits to buy himself a future. He pressed the button and sent a counter bid of twenty back. 
An exact mirror. It worked the first time. It would work this time. They went back and forth and settled on fourteen credits. 
Eric grinned grimly.
On the way to the ship, he dawdled, and when he arrived at the airlock, he had timed it to the minute. 
The second mate greeted him. Toyoda Omeka had an Unawakened soul but moved with a deadly predatory grace. As a former victim of Ecstatic Void, she would never awaken her soul, which would permanently restrict her to her current level. At the end of the day, biology and the human mind without a soul boost were the ultimate limiter to growth. Nevertheless, she had amped herself to the limits of human technology and was rated a solid five.
“Kid.”
Eric jerked. 
He had glanced to the side to look at the profile of the White Sparrow, and she had crossed the space separating them almost instantly. It was a deliberate ploy to unsettle him that utilized her speed to close during his moment of distraction. Eric’s younger self, in charge for a moment, stumbled backward. 
The acting was perfect. She caught him before he fell just like what happened in all the movies he had seen. “This way.”
The oxygen helmet went on, and he went out through the airlock. GIT hadn’t bothered to pay for his berth to be pressurized. The most hated ship in human history hung there before him. The noxious red and pink, its ugly cubic shape, the heat regulators and the ironic name almost illegibly scrawled at multiple spots on its surface.
The second mate pointed, and Eric, with a determined nod, leaped across to the ship. The surface that he aimed for was at a forty-five-degree angle to apparent gravity. His magnetic boots clicked in, and he only needed one hand to hold his balance. Eric walked up the hull. Colors which had appeared shiny but, up close, time had exerted its effect, leaving the paint both bubbled and flaking in places. He even spotted space fungus. With sun exposure, space fungus grew without ever being in a pressurized environment, but it was slow. It still required the basic building blocks of life.
It could do stuff with metal that biologists had initially been shocked with and it had caused heated debate about how it had evolved. After first contact, the scientists had realized that space fungus was a byproduct of intelligent life. A minute of pressurized air and the fungus could trap sufficient gases to increase its volume by over ten percent if it was subsequently exposed to sunlight and the metals in the ship’s hull. The fact that he could see the stuff meant the White Sparrow had spent a significant amount of time in pressurized bays, even if GIT had been too cheap to do it this time around. 
With practiced hands, he examined the heat exchanger. Its purpose was basically to stick out and radiate excess energy. There would be a refrigeration-type unit within the ship that would collect heat and pass it into water that would flow out along the metal framework, which, when exposed to the void, would leak out. 
“Kid,” the voice crackled in his head. “Is it fixable?”
“Give me a moment.”
He pushed sections, and they flowed smoothly. Then others that got caught. “Cosmetic repairs needed to frame. What happened? Did you leave it out while docking at the station? Looks like it’s been put under acceleration it wasn’t designed for.”
“Something like that.”
“I need to check the regulator unit.”
“Come over, kid.”
Eric checked the time.
Too fast, he thought and walked slowly back rather than using gravity to travel quickly.
She helped him down the final bit, and the ship twisted, realigning. The bottom of the door was now aligned with apparent gravity. The initial orientation he was presented with was because, otherwise, he would have been working on a more than vertical surface. 
GIT had almost been accommodating. Then again, self-interest probably forced it. Someone receiving fourteen credits would have walked if they were expected to fix the heat exchanges while dangling on a support line. 
Omeka strode through the airlock, and he followed through the first door, and then into the ship proper. The second mate’s helmet retracted, so he did the same. 
It was hot. 
Uncomfortably, but luckily, it was the dry heat of the desert. A malfunctioning heat exchange and an atomic battery would do this if the battery pumped more heat into the ship than the ship could dispose of. 
“Hot.”
“It’s why you’re here, kid.” 
He followed her. No one crossed their path. 
Both GIT and Ithiel, his chef of security guy, were on the ship and it wasn’t like they were unaware of him. In fact, Soul Scouting could see the screen Ithiel was using to monitor him. Not that Eric needed the trait to see the observation. There was no subtlety being applied. Instead, there was a drone the size of his fist that followed him, and then it used unencrypted broad spectrum electromagnetic relay to send video feeds back to the man’s luxurious-looking cabin. 
GIT meanwhile, was sleeping within the jump room that had clearly been converted into his permanent home. One look at the security sent chills through Eric. He had known that GIT had been considered to be paranoid, but what he was seeing seemed to take that to a new level. Except for the drone that followed him, the ship reminded him very much of a cross between Mars Close Orbital 2142 and Fiona’s apartment. A significant amount of the ship’s internal functioning was manually operated, and as for the electronic locks, information went only one way, sucked into the center of the ship with every individual chip locked down to prevent them from being hacked like how Fiona had constructed her network. It was well done and Eric didn’t allow himself to interact with any of them, but he noted what he passed and considered what he could do with it… It was going to be a hard nut to crack.
Omeka physically opened one of the internal doors. Internally, he grimaced. That was consistent with how he had summarized the place operated. A lot of the internal security relied on physical mechanisms rather than electronic one. Again, not a problem, but… it was definitely a complication. His primary plan had been to assassinate GIT after his jump to HC#004 while he was afflicted with soul sickness. That would involve him moving quickly, and he had hoped to have full electronic control by that stage to lock down the security team amongst other actions.
“Kid.”
Eric looked up and Omeka smirked. She hit the door hard.
Boing.
His expression changed to one of surprise at the noise the door had created. 
“Did you hear that?”
Eric hesitated, and then just blurted out what he was thinking. “It wasn’t fully metallic. There was some type of internal resonance?”
She nodded at the supposition. “Exactly, liquid metal wall and hatch. We…” She bit down on what she was about to say. “…Sourced some of it cheap and have replaced a lot of the key walls and hatches. It can stop soul Blades.” She tapped the metal. “Wonderful stuff.”
Eric knew the science of the walls. Even in the future, this form of liquid metal was common to secure low value sensitive areas. Never highly rated vaults, as more powerful operatives would come against them and the liquid metal became useless against the third advancement soul Blades, which you got when soul quality reached Adept. At that level, a cut would briefly suspend surrounding physics in the atoms that it interacted with. An effect that prolonged how long the damage persisted for even with self-healing materials. An Adept would cut a circle in the door, and then kick it out before the liquid metal could flow and return structural integrity. For lower-quality Blades, the walls would heal almost the instant the Blade passed by. 
Omeka looked proud and like she was expecting a reaction. Once more, Eric relinquished control to his younger self. “Wow, that’s impressive,” he stuttered. “Does that mean aliens can’t attack us?”
“Exactly.” She licked her lips then smiled knowingly. “At least not infiltrate us. These walls won’t do a thing if they try to blow us out of the sky.” 
They kept walking, and she stopped. “Heat exchanger.”
She pointed at a wall and the heat exchange was clearly behind a panel secured with screws. Whether there was direct access to the heat exchange was something that the historians had been unclear about. The most recent internal footage of the White Sparrow had been from a decade prior, and a lot could change in that time period. The consensus had been that the panel was missing.
It was wrong.
That was the problem with acting on limited information. Historians had known that some of the maintenance records of the White Sparrow indicated that at least some of these internal panels had been removed. Also, Toro hadn’t brought onto the ship any tools to open a panel, which had suggested the panel wasn’t a problem. 
“I don’t have a drill,” Eric said, pointing. 
“Sit, don’t move.” She looked significantly up at the drone. “The captain doesn’t allow anyone on the ship unsupervised.”
“Sure.” Eric pointedly stared at the drone. “Message loud and clear. I won’t move a centimeter.”
She snorted and disappeared. A minute later, she re-emerged through the heavy internal door with the drill. Eric got to work opening the unit ready to apply the massive amount of research he had done on ways to fix slightly wrong thermal exchange units. Once he saw the unit, he didn’t even need to consult Meditative Perfect Recall.
It was unnecessary, as he knew the problem. 
“Did any of you look at this?”
“Yeah, we did. Couldn’t see anything wrong. Are you going to take it apart?”
“Nope. There are two options. We can replace this unit.” He pointed at the sensor electronics. “Or do a manual fix where we get rid of the automatic sensors and control the heat exchange manually.”
“How much for the sensor unit?”
“I don’t have access to the net here.” He stopped talking under her look. “Probably two hundred credits.”
“Do the first.”
“I assume you have a printer?”
“Of course.” She seemed affronted by the question, but that might have just been the heat. Eric could not imagine living here permanently. They must all be on edge the entire time. 
“Can I send you a file?” She nodded. He pulled out a standard printout of his neck computer and sent it across. 
The second mate gave him a thumbs-up to confirm that she had gotten the file. “You know the rules. Don’t move.”
“I was going to.” He waved at the unit. “Prepare.”
“That’s fine.”
He went to work. She came back with the piece, and he installed, and then cut a hole in the panel to allow easy access so they could fine tune the amount of heat it was pulling. 
“Done?”
Eric shook his head. “Here, yes. But I need to fix the radiating units.”
She escorted him out and the ship once more tilted to give him natural access, rotating even more than the first time so there was barely any angle. An hour later, right when Toro finished during the first timeline, Eric walked away from the radiating units. To the best of his knowledge, he had aligned perfectly with Toro’s original actions. He hoped it was sufficient.
There was always a chance that Eric had missed a specific conversation that would have turned the tables. After all, the future didn’t know what happened in that window that Toro had been on the ship. 
The die was cast. 
If he wasn’t hired, then he would get Zhong to blow up an entire station if he had to in order to kill GIT, or more likely, eliminate the bastard with a more targeted railgun strike; it wasn’t like the White Sparrow had any defenses.
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FOR THE NEXT TWO DAYS, he followed the script. Publicly, he carried exactly the same actions that Toro had even ordered from the same shop at the same time while cultivating in his spare time. 
The clock told him he had precisely ten minutes more to wait.
Restless energy filled him, and he got up and went through the katas he knew. When there were two minutes left, he would need to stop.
After what felt more like half an hour than eight minutes, it was time. Eric stopped his exercise, grabbed a drink of water, and focused on cultivation to calm his heart rate and lower his body temperature and to look well rested.
Then he opened his eyes, expecting the call to come.
Twenty seconds to go.
Eric watched the clock, and then he counted down in his head.
3.
2.
1.
The screen buzzed with the noise of an incoming call. Relief fluttered through him. His first instinct was to accept the call immediately, but that wasn’t what happened in the first timeline. He instead forced himself to wait a full four and a half rings before answering.
“Accept.”
A video call came up.
Diane.
Involuntarily, his gut clenched, but his training kept his features neutral.
Behind the first mate was Omeka.
Diane smiled at him. “Boy, I was wondering if you wanted a job?”
He knew he shouldn’t be, but he was shocked to be receiving a live call that was almost identical to the clip that he had watched so many times before. Desperately, he gathered himself and acted the part until two minutes later when she terminated the call.
“Thank God,” he whispered.
It had worked. He had the job. GIT’s unexpected strength had thrown him off, especially that trait. Yet despite all that, he was back on track.
He was ready.
Toro’s tools were packed, and then he looked down at the extra bag and the ornate mechanical sculpture it contained. Everything else he had done had been identical to the original script, but this was a deviation. Hopefully, an insignificant one.
Toro had taken a similar-sized sculpture, but his had been created from wires and scaled to resemble the vacuum tube network of his home bio-space. This served the same purpose, but was visibly bulkier. 
It shouldn’t matter. 
With everything packed in advance, Eric could take his time. This was it. He was going to get on the ship and work out how to kill Traitor GIT. 
There was time for one last thing. The video turned on to record for him.
“It’s happening,” he declared, looking at the camera. “I’m sorry regarding how I look, but you know why. I’m thinking of you and that I love you.”
He stopped himself, his eyes annoyingly watering.
The video was short, sweet, and dangerous, and he should probably delete it, but he couldn’t help himself. Heavily encrypted, it would be inserted into the network by Soul Scouting a long way away from anywhere Toro had gone. The myriad of separated networks in 2142 worked in Eric’s favor. This video would go out on one where Toro had never physically or electronically had access to.
It would be safe and could not be linked back to him.
A swagger in his steps reflected how pleased he was that his deception was working; he returned to the dock, which contained the White Sparrow. It was weird walking along a deserted dock while knowing that if he failed, this walk would make its way into literally thousands of documentaries, viewed by hundreds of billions and potentially over a trillion people.
Then he saw the pink and red monstrosity and a wave of revulsion swept through him once more, but his facial expression didn’t change. He strode confidently to the airlock, and then put on a confused appearance when it didn’t open. 
Eric waved his hands. 
Nothing. 
“Hello.”
No response.
Then he straightened up. “Your offer was barely acceptable. I’m giving you ten minutes, then I’m off.” 
Once more word perfect, he didn’t want to screw up this opportunity by deviating from his script.
Without hesitation, he backed away from the ship and then sat down on the dock with his bags next to him and waited.
Seven minutes later, the door slid open.
On-time. 
Eric swallowed heavily.
Traitor GIT in all of his shabby, disgusting, ugly presence, stood there. Fury that he had hoped to suppress washed through him, but as a timid, shy boy, he got to his feet. The excuse to look down prevented GIT from seeing the naked hatred that was washing through him.
He blinked and was hit by a kaleidoscope of color.
The concrete pillar was empty, but that was okay. He hadn’t come for research. Instead, he was here to compose himself. He would love to uppercut GIT and manifest a soul Blade when his fist was centimeters from connecting to the chin. Then, rather than his fist clipping a jaw, he would have put a Blade wrapped with Soul Fire through the bastard’s head. 
“No.”
Of course, he couldn’t do that. Not only would it ruin his plans, it also wouldn’t succeed. The only way Eric would have a chance against someone as advanced as GIT would be if the other man’s soul was already strained and no one else was nearby. If he attacked him now, then Eric would die, there was no doubt. 
He forced his hands behind his back still standing on the concrete pillar with waves of memories crashing around him. “I will not react. I do not know him. He is a captain giving me a job. A ticket out of hell. I admire him and appreciate his benevolence. BUT IF I COULD, I WOULD VOIDEST slaughter him!” Eric screamed words on the concrete pillar amidst a wave of red.
“I’m a professional. I can delay vengeance.” 
Those words felt right. Eric glanced around the alien space the internal evidence of his status as the reborn. He would be professional. He would not let emotions dictate his actions.
The blink finished, and Eric gathered up his bag. 
“Diane was supposed to be doing this.”
For a moment, Eric stuttered, going off the script. The voice, like the face, generated a reaction, but he wasn’t an animal. 
He stood, his eyes hiding the rage. 
“Hurry.” GIT slapped the side of the door. “Your first job is to get yourself a key to the airlock. Just the airlock,” he cautioned. “You touch any other system, there ain’t nothing that can save you.”
Eric channeled his younger self. Deference in his movements, eyes not quite brave enough to make eye contact, a desire to please. “Yes, Captain.”
“Don’t be like that, brat. I don’t bite. Mind your own beeswax and we’re good. Otherwise, I’m dumping you at the next port.”
“Yes, Captain.”
GIT suddenly loomed over him and his hand landed on Eric’s shoulder. It was a gentle gesture, and it had happened in the first timeline. It had seemed incongruous in Eric’s first timeline, but he knew better now. The historians and experts had even written papers about GIT placing his hand on Toro’s shoulder. A lot of crazy theories had been proposed. The most popular had been some bullshit of a potential stepson that Toro reminded him of. It wasn’t the case. The real purpose of it was of a baser nature. It was only to allow GIT a chance to activate the trait.
He was being scanned.
Guidance withered and reacted in a way that Eric had never experienced before. It was almost like it briefly fled his body when the captain’s hand had touched him.
GIT’s hand lifted off his shoulder. 
Guidance rushed backward, crashing into him so hard that he almost grunted, and then between one instant and the next, it vanished, and his teeth were not hurting. 
It was weird and, in some ways, it was even more extreme than when it had risen within him to force the Craauacklas boon to upgrade to include Soul Fire. 
Something about GIT’s scan had scared the boon. Internally, Eric laughed. Not scared, that was impossible, but something that had forced it to react. 
Eric’s eyes were half raised to look at the man. 
Why?
GIT, of course, was completely oblivious to Eric’s internal reaction, and this close, he was surprised to realize that GIT was only slightly taller than Eric. It was a weird realization he had almost imagined the traitor to be significantly taller. 
“What’s that, brat?” His finger stabbed down at the special mechanical sculpture he had bought.
Eric picked it up. “This?” He tossed it into the air. 
GIT’s hand shot out and snatched it midflight. “Relax, brat, I’m not going to break it.” GIT was fiddling with it, shifting pieces of metal. “Huh, one of those shitty stress toys.”
“Um, it can do that, but…”
“Don’t care.” He tossed the sculpture back to him and Eric caught it. “Be space smart. Make sure it’s secured.”
“Yes, Captain.”
Inside, he was smiling, if still a little unsettled. That hadn’t been word perfect, but it had been close. He hadn’t accidentally created any ripples yet, even if something had caused Guidance to react. A bead of sweat formed on his forehead, but GIT, having confirmed he wasn’t a threat, no longer cared. He waited patiently for GIT to act. 
“WHAT?” Eric jumped despite himself at GIT’s yell. “The voidest are you waiting for?”
With fake anxiety, he grabbed his bag and ran into the airlock to stand next to GIT. It slid shut behind him, and when the room pressurized, they both deactivated their helmets. The stench of alcohol was almost overpowering.
GIT was a waste of space drunk. What a shithead of a man.
“Diane wanted you. Program the door, and then there’s some stuff in the common room to fix.” Then he stalked away.
Only a month, Eric thought as he settled in to reprogram the door. In that time, he needed to get used to the crew’s routine sneak explosives into the jump room and the cabins of all the other crew on board.
After that, it’d just be a matter of kicking back and waiting until he got to HC#004 and then triggering the ambush.
After he reprogrammed the door via physical contact, Eric explored the ship until he found the common room, even pretending to get lost because the positioning wasn’t logical.
The disposal robot was broken, because there was rubbish all over the place. Also, based on the number of sachets of drink powder, the food replicator, or at least some of its spokes of it, were on the fritz.
How fast did Toro finish this last time? Eric thought. Everything that happened inside the ship was a blank. There were no videos, no recordings, or no errant conversations with staff while on station leave.
It was all unknown.
Apart from the food dispenser, that was the first thing Toro had fixed because he had ordered spokes almost immediately.
Eric worked diligently but slowly, focusing on the food dispenser. Two spokes were broken, and another three were as good as useless. It was no wonder the crew had been resorting to alternative solutions.
“Boy.”
His younger self jumped and looked back. “Diane, was it?”
“Yes. Can you fix that?” She pointed.
“Most of it I can do with the printer, but there are some parts that need–”
“I’ll pay for them.”
Diane was widely considered almost as culpable as GIT, but when he had met the captain, he had felt unsafe. It was the opposite with Diane, even if she was strong.
Soul Disciplines (24): Armor (21), Temporal Jump (30), Defense (22), Blade (21), Cower (22), Projection (6) 

Though, unlike GIT, she had the more traditional balance of a jumper.
“With no net, I can’t check the cost.”
“Greg’s ordered you to be restricted to the ship.”
That surprised him a lot. That wasn’t in any of the literature. It was possible that Toro’s life within the ship had been significantly different from what everyone had speculated. “Who?”
“That’s Captain to you.” Diane smiled. “I’m sure we’ll get him to relax it or at least allow you outside supervised at some point. For the last six months, the captain’s been even more paranoid than usual.” She patted him comfortably on the shoulder.
“Sure.” Eric busied himself with putting in the details. His interaction had done something. In his original timeline, Toro, with Diane flanking him, had made the spoke purchase, but the impression was that she had only been along to authorize the payment. “Are you sure I can’t come?”
“Nope, Greg was insistent. He’s locking everything down tight.”
Eric tried to smile. Was this because of the difference in sculpture? Between Guidance’s movement and the shift to restrict Toro to the ship, he was feeling unsettled. 
“Don’t look so sad. You can quit anytime you want to. He’s not suspicious of you. I think he pissed off the wrong person and is worried about it and is only allowing people who can defend themselves off the ship as a result. Omeka and Tobias are restricted as well. I’m sure he thought about locking down Shrump but wasn’t that stupid.”
Those names didn’t surprise Eric at all in the first timeline. He could not remember either of those two leaving the White Sparrow on their own.
Maybe he hadn’t created a ripple. Possibly, if he put his foot down… then. “I’m not happy with these conditions.”
Diane frowned. “I was worried about that. I can escort you to get your stuff and off.”
That response shocked him. 
“But I’ll prefer if you stayed. How about this? I’ll pay a credit a day until the restriction is lifted.”
Would Toro refuse that? Having met the boy and seen documentaries, the answer was no. The question was why was everything so different?
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“WILL YOU STAY?”
There was nothing he could do. The timelines had already diverged, or he could try to recover his position. “Yes.” 
“Great. I’ll buy you the parts.” 
After she had left, Eric confirmed the exact items that he needed to print while Soul Scouting danced around the other people on the ship. 
GIT, with his strong defenses, was in the main jump room.
Tobias and Shrumpet were on shore leave and the very dangerous Ithiel was playing a SIM in his room.
Soul Disciplines (20): Armor (27) +6, Temporal Jump (14), Defense (21), Blade (29) +6, Cower (29), Projection (0)

Trait lesser fighter

The trait grants the owner a six-level improvement to both the armor and Blade skills.

He wasn’t quite as strong as GIT but was pretty close and even more unbalanced. However, for Ithiel, Eric understood where the lack of balance came from. Unlike most people, Ithiel would have been able to manifest the Armor and Blade skills almost immediately. After that, would you choose to cultivate or use the flashy useful abilities? If Eric was in that situation, he could see how easy it would be to prioritize the useful abilities, never realizing the issues that could cause your advancement later in life. Eric, even with his experience, struggled with the temptation to focus on the flashy skills. The only thing that kept him focused on cultivating rather than training specific skill was that at his level, he couldn’t easily train Cower, Defense or Projection, and he knew the damage lopsided progression could do. 
Eric briefly squeezed the bridge of his nose. This was going to be difficult. Not only did he have GIT and Ithiel to contend with, but there were also Diane, Tobias, and Shrumpet on the ship. Combat-wise, all of them were a little more powerful than Fiona.
He was a minnow amongst giants. 
And because of some unknown minor mistake, he was basically a prisoner. Cursing to himself, he kept working. One spoke wasn’t coming out. “Damn you,” he yelled at it and started smacking it hard.
“Toro, is it?”
Once more, Eric’s younger self let him jump. He turned and looked at a man in his mid-forties. He had a crew cut, was skinny, wiry, dangerous, and had a distinctive scar down his cheek that he wore proudly, basically how Max would have probably ended up looking.
“Yes, who are you?” he stammered.
“I’m Ithiel, the head of security. What were you doing?”
Eric’s cheeks reddened. “The spoke wasn’t detaching.”
“You fixing the dispenser or breaking it further?” Ithiel asked, grinning.
“This bit’s already broke.”
“Relax, Toro, I was teasing.” Ithiel came up and peered at what he was trying to do. “What’s happening?”
“It’s stuck here.” Eric pointed at the spot. “See that section of metal? It’s not supposed to be there.”
“Would cutting it help?”
“Yes.” 
Ithiel reached toward it, and then a moment later, there was the ringing sound of small bits of metal hitting the ground, and then Ithiel tugged the spoke and it came out easily. “Solved.”
“What?” 
Ithiel winked. “Precision soul Blade.” He held a finger and a thin soul Blade no thicker than a toothpick came out, stretching almost twenty centimeters.
“Beautiful. I’m going to do that one day,” Eric blustered, but internally, he was impressed. It would take time, but that was definitely a form Eric intended to master.
The other man laughed and slapped him on the shoulder. “Sure you will. Will you get it fixed by dinner?”
Eric looked at it doubtfully. “If Diane gets me the parts soon.”
“Hopefully. I’m getting sick of eating nutro-jelly.”
After a confident wink, the head of security went over and got himself some hot water. Then, not even bothering to make eye contact, he left. Discreetly, Eric wiped away the bead of sweat that had made its way down his face, rolling to drip onto his neck. There was something about being around people at least three times stronger than him who he knew were criminals that made his heart beat faster.
Eric acknowledged he wasn’t even being paranoid. That man wasn’t welcome at a couple of stations because of a nasty tendency to fight when drunk or bored. There was no record of him ever having killed someone, but he had wrecked people for as small as an insult of not letting him through in a line to buy a kebab. His presence still made Eric’s skin crawl. 
With a shrug, Eric went back to rebuilding the dispenser and integrating himself into the life of the ship. That bit was easy enough. Avoid everyone else and fix up the failing machines in the kitchen. The dispenser itself took three days, though it had basic functionality after one, which earned him brownie points with almost the whole crew. After that, Eric knew there were going to be a myriad of other issues. It felt like the ship hadn’t had any proper maintenance for a couple of years, and he had been hired because things were literally falling apart.
As he worked physically to do Toro’s job mentally, he focused on understanding the crew. 
They were problematic. Ithiel seemed to be reasonable, but his loyalty was clearly to GIT. Tobias, likewise, was great, laidback, friendly, and appreciated the working dispenser. Unfortunately, he was in love with Shrumpet, who was an absolute psycho. Despite the minor inroads he had made with everyone, it would not help. Their loyalty to GIT was undeniable. It was sickening. Maybe Diane could be converted, but Shrumpet relied on GIT to validate her excesses and Ithiel, sadly, was the loyal type. A lot of GIT’s history had been obscured, but the consensus was that GIT had saved Ithiel’s life early on and, in doing so, cemented the relationship for the rest of their lives. 
The electronic systems in the vessel were created and maintained by a paranoid genius. Almost every single functionality was on its own unique network. They all had encrypted keys that were hundreds of digits long and were not something that could be simply hacked because they had a distress signal hard-wired. That meant if Eric or anyone attempted a brute force attack, GIT would find out instantly, and there was no way for Eric to stop that. It was all very close to un-hackable anyway, and even if he compromised all the electronics on the ship, it wouldn’t help him. Electronic networks ran very little. For example, GIT’s jump room was on a different network, and all key life support and security functions were mechanical. It was a stunning contrast from the station he had grown up in, where everything had been centrally controlled.
Long story short, there would be no seizing control of the ship remotely. Even doing it physically would be difficult unless he could bring in an army of drones. Most of the doors were manual, and he had worked out that he barely had the strength to leverage the handle up. It was a struggle to open anything that had been shut even if they hadn’t locked it. What was worse was that deliberately or accidentally locked a significant number of the internal doors, which effectively sealed him into a third of the ship. Even if he built sufficient trust so they stopped locking him in, his weakness meant he would never be able to move quickly throughout the ship.
As working conditions went, it was horrific.
Captain GIT was also paranoid about security. He almost never left his jump room, which was his office, and no one was allowed within it. Then he sealed it off from the outside. Not by electronic means but by physical doors created with liquid metal that Eric wasn’t sure he could force his way through with his current soul level.
He had come in with three primary plans of attack.
The first was to seize control of all the electronic systems and kill GIT that way. That plan died a quick and thorough death. The pink and red monstrosity just didn’t have the level of electronic integration required. The oxygen converter did that and nothing else and wasn’t controlled by a computer chip. The food processor was the ancient type that had twenty reserves of substance that got mixed with different levels of heat and aeration to create the different effects. The airlocks were mechanical, not that it mattered, as GIT wore his space suit continually. The engines were simple mass propulsions. The energy battery was small and of a design that Meditative Perfect Recall could not find a way to overload it sufficient to generate an explosion that would reach the jump room. Eric had done that calculation manually, and then the AI had confirmed it when he had asked.
His second plan had been to sneak explosives to catch GIT when he was impacted by soul sickness. The problem was that he had about ten different security drones continually scanning for anything containing that sort of chemical energy. They theoretically could be hacked, but the chips used had no known vulnerabilities, and short of perfectly guessing GIT’s password the first time, he wasn’t taking control of them. That level of paranoia suggested someone had attempted such an attack in the past. Not only would the weapon be discovered, he couldn’t physically smuggle it in because he didn’t have access to the outside world to do so.
His third method was to gut GIT with soul powers straight after the jump with GIT was exhausted. The manual doors and liquid metal made that an impossibility.
How did you kill a turtled hermit? A trojan horse. Something relying purely on Newtonian physics might work. Some form of tension-based mechanical bomb as opposed to electrical or chemical transformations. But he could not see how he could do that, given how isolated GIT kept himself. While getting such a weapon created was possible, there was no way to get it into the jump room.
All those methods would work on the others, but not GIT. The only other method he could think of was overwhelming force. Assassinate everyone else, and then attack GIT while he was suffering from jump sickness.
Eric stayed in the common room looking pathetic as he assembled one of the weak drone kits that he was buying out of the credits he was being paid. He had tried to buy something more substantial. A harmless drone that couldn’t be used directly as a weapon, as its features were a robust engine to drive its treads and a hydraulic wedge. At top speed, it could reach a walking pace, and unless you stayed still for half a minute while it aligned the wedge, it wouldn’t be able to hurt him.
Diane had denied the request with an apologetic smile. “Sorry, you’re not allowed that.”
Eric had wanted to punch a wall. Toro hadn’t only ordered that model; he had then purchased ones that were significantly more powerful. It made little sense why he was being treated differently. He hadn’t made eye contact, threatened anyone, or showed any extra capability. Possibly the extra traits might be responsible, but he was presenting with a soul discipline level of one while Toro had been closer to three. In terms of threat, that extra soul development was more threatening than traits that did next to nothing. Even the flat Defense bonus was nothing after all. With a Defense of six, all the awakened souls on the ship would have no problem Cowering him. 
The changes frustrated him no end.
Diane entered the common room as she often did when they approached the station. “Kid. GIT’s decided to let you out.”
“Yes?”
She smiled. “So I’m going to stop paying your bonus.”
“I don’t care. I get to explore space stations.”
“Calm down, it’s–”
“Does the one we’re landing have large public areas, or any spectacular views?”
“No, no, and calm down,” Diane said, a grin plastered to her face. “This place is crap, but you come while I supervise you.”
Eric’s face fell. “What?”
He had given up on trying to understand the ripples versus his first life. He guessed it was great that he could stretch his legs and go on station. It wasn’t like he had been truly isolated, as Soul Scouting granted him access to each of the stations they had visited. However, on station was better; what took hours using his trait could be done in minutes if he was there physically.
“I need to be babysat?”
“If there is anything notable to see, I’ll take you, and you’ll get to speak to the outers we’re visiting. So that’s a bit of culture.” 
“Thank you, that’s great.” He tried to run the line between sounding bitterly disappointed and not acting like an ungrateful brat.
Physically getting on the ship had additional benefits, as it meant if he really wanted to smuggle something on board, there would at least be the freedom to do so. Toro had developed a taste for fine chocolates, so this would give him the opportunity to indulge in that. While he would have preferred the ability to have complete autonomy, which would have allowed him to purchase murder bots, beggars had to take what they were given.
Already he had been on the White Sparrow for over two weeks, and he knew he was screwed. None of his plans to finish the quest and kill GIT were working.
It was time to take some risks. 
Eric happily followed Diane into the asteroid station they were visiting. GIT was Soul Jumping to deliver cargo to low priority spots just like he had on the first timeline. Basically, they were shit holes that no one else was visiting, so he could eke out a minor profit. Eric followed her and made a point of purchasing chocolate. His entire pay was going on a variety of almost junk drones and these. Once more, his spy training forced him to match the action of the character he was filling.
Ship life was boring. Both GIT and Diane were jumping, which was putting them on a loose four-hour jump cycle, and for the last week, Eric had dutifully gotten off at each station with Diane. When infiltrating, it was important to establish useful routines. If you needed to be at a certain spot at a precise time to deactivate a shield, you had to have a routine that regularly took you close. That way, when you deviated from your standard pattern, it would take longer for enemy sniffers to notice, and if they did, they would have less time to react. 
Reality distorted.
Thirty minutes later, he stood at the airlock when Diane marched up. She scowled at him, and he didn’t blame her. GIT was making her do all the face-to-face work, which was another break of the routine. In the first timeline through this group of stations, they had alternated. 
“You going to cause trouble?” Diane asked. He could see the bags under her eyes. 
“I’ll be less than twenty minutes this time. I promise.” 
“You better or you’ll be left here.” It was an empty threat. It was clear Diane, despite her grumbling, enjoyed his company. 
“Yes, Diane.” 
The station they were delivering to was tiny. It was a permanent facility that was mining an irregular-shaped asteroid. The founders and probably the current miners must have been convinced the rock contained some quoliic crystals, because that was the only reason he could see to justify living out here. 
By the time he exited the White Sparrow, Soul Scouting had completed the rounds, and he knew all the secrets of the station. A hundred people and two separate printers that could create his chocolates. 
He space-walked across the open space and went through the second airlock. Diane was right on his heels. It was important not to delay her or else she would slap his head. It was never enough to do any damage, but it was annoying, and she knew it. The moment they were on the station, their magnetic shoes let them stick to the metal floor. 
They were greeted by a man who was clearly asteroid born. He was over two meters tall and rake-thin. He also looked bored.
“I’m here for payment,” Diane said immediately.
The man, with an open hand, gestured toward a plain old-style bench that was set against the wall. They were plastic only and lacked any molding technology to shape the seat to someone’s bum. It was the type of seat you installed if you didn’t want anyone to stay around.
“Please have a seat. You will be paid once we’ve done a full inventory of what you’ve delivered.”
“That’s not standard.” 
“You know perfectly well that it is.” The man nodded. “Out here, there is no recourse. We have no incentive to rip people off. You’ll get full payment once the goods are unloaded and confirmed to be there in full. Unfortunately, a previous supplier attempted to shortchange us.”
“Attempted?” Diane asked.
The man just smiled at that. Then his attention focused on Eric, who hadn’t sat down on the bench like Diane had. His lips turned down when he saw Eric’s apparent youth. “How can we help you?”
“I hoped you had an A-tier processor that could make some chocolates for me.”
The man’s eyes went hard. “Unfortunately, that is not a service we offer.”
“I can pay.”
“Please have a seat.”
Eric didn’t move, but the man turned to face Diane. “I will return once the unloading is finished to settle accounts.” Then, within an officious look, he spun on his heels and went through the nearby door that immediately shut behind him.
“Hey, that’s not very friendly.” Eric rushed to the door and hit it. Of course, it didn’t open.
“Give it a rest, kid. I’ve seen his type. We won’t see him until everything is unloaded, and he comes back to settle.”
“Bullshit.” Grumpily, he sat on the seat next to Diane.
He could not use his hacking threads near her because, like most people now, she had a processor with capabilities to detect that sort of electronic activity. Luckily, Soul Scouting let him act remotely at a level no one could currently spot. 
His soul leaked out through his feet because he wanted to build good habits for the future. Then completely invisible, a thin line stretching out into the station and accessed an information terminals.
“Are we going back to civilization after this one?” Eric asked.
“Nope,” she answered morosely. “We’re doing the circuit of these loser stations. Another ten to go. All shit holes like this. Unfortunately, we needed the extra cash to buy up on supplies for a deep jump attempt…”
“Do you think the next station will let me print some more chocolates? Unlike these pricks.”
“They may not have the machinery.”
“Of course they do. Did you see the pimples on that man?”
Diane hid a smile but didn’t respond.
Eric was fine with that. A fair bit of his concentration was on his Soul Scouting, which had already created his own personal account on the station’s whitelist.
Smiling grimly, Eric composed two messages. The first was to Zhong, requesting for him to use his contacts to make a hit on the second last station they were going to visit. From what he understood, it would not be a mining station but a criminal enterprise that fixed up ships with no questions asked. Mostly, it was for smugglers, but there would be genuine pirates in the mix. 
Mining Station designation Jup-1532x. 

Assassinate Diane Kennett.

He didn’t know how Zhong would carry out the hit, but it was the right place to do it. Even having some gunman gun her down would not raise eyebrows there. Zhong would make it realistic. The man was no stranger to violence, and he had the means to ensure that the attack looked natural. If Eric were a betting man, he would bet on her being killed in the crossfire or potentially an ex-colleague with a grudge. Either scenario was one that Zhong could engineer. Having spent two weeks with the woman, he knew how many enemies she had. 
The second request was more controversial. 
Two doses of a class Z fast-acting soul poison. 

If plan A failed, then Eric would use the plan B to finish the job. The second dose was for a vague plan to infect GIT. Not that he had seen any opportunities so far, but hopefully in HC#004, he would celebrate and Eric would get a chance. 
The second message was more direct and was to Fiona.
I need you, bubs. Meet us back at 2142 when we swing by. I’m hoping there will be a vacancy on my ship.

Airtight alibi with jump skill of at least nineteen and as weak as possible.

He needed help.










CHAPTER 65





ERIC DROPPED his connection to the terminal and leaned in the seat. There was no gravity, so it would have been nice to have had a strap to secure himself. Given the discomfort, he would have preferred to head back into the ship rather than sit here, but the operational procedures Diane had put in place to let her escort him meant he had no choice. If she stayed, so did he.
Absently, he fiddled with the lump of crystals on his neck. 
Diane pointed at the necklace. “What’s that?”
“Cheap crystal. It was my mum’s.” 
“Bit girly, isn’t it?”
Eric ignored the gibe and kept fiddling with the interlacing crystals. There were three of them that could move independently, but the way Fiona had created it, the piece would not fall apart. He wasn’t sure whether she had grown crystal, used flame or a different technique to create the unique structure.
He didn’t care. It was his, and she had made it. 
His fingers tingled as his hands approached the crystal. 
The tip of his finger touching one. 
Inert. 
His finger kept drifting until it reached the next. Soul touched. He felt the slight harmonic trapped within it. His!
Then he brushed the last. Stronger tingles. This was more like a rush of cold water while his had been a warm comforter. Hers!
“Can I see?”
Eric looked at her in surprise. She held out her hand.
“It’s sentimental.” 
“Don’t test me, kid.”
Thoughts ran through Eric’s mind. She had a short temper, and he was sort of dependent on her for station passes. He undid the band and passed it across to her. She fiddled with it and held it up to the light. For a minute, she studied it and tossed it back to him.
“It’s certainly cute.”
“Thanks.”
“I also see why you’re always touching it.” He nodded silently. “You ever been laid?” 
“What? Of course.”
She raised up a hand warily, warning him not to overreact even as a small smile played on her lips. “Boys?”
“No. Girls.”
She smirked at his defensiveness. “You can’t really blame me for wondering. You’re wearing that and have a chocolate obsession.”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“If you’re a prude, that’s fine. I’m not judging.”
“I’m not.”
She smiled at him. “What type do you like?”
“What?”
“Black, Asian, white, young, old, artificial, terrain, station, space?”
“I–”
“Are you blushing?”
“No.”
“Well?”
“Not artificial or space.”
She laughed uproariously. “Basically everyone. You’re a guy. What else did I expect?”
They were silent for a while.
“You know, when we get back to 2142, I can set you up with some of my friends.” He looked at her in surprise. “Don’t worry. They’re all more sophisticated than me and not as rough around the edges.”
“I’d prefer to find my own.”
More silence. “It isn’t as easy as you think. Meeting anyone when you’re traveling like we are. And you’re clearly too extravagant,” she waved at the drone box, “to save the money to pay.” Another pause. “That comment upset you, but it wasn’t meant as an insult.”
“Even if I had the credits, I wouldn’t pay. It’s distasteful.”
“You seem too young to have that sort of preference.”
Internally, he cursed his slip of the tongue. “I’m from 2142,” he responded with a slight amount of heat. “We grow up fast.”
Diane laughed, holding up her hands in peace. “True. I’m from there too. I will not press, and I know for this tour, the answer is no, but in the future, if you want that introduction, then.”
“Thank you.”
They sat in silence with Eric’s mind rushing. It wasn’t the first time he had been in this situation, getting close to people intending to betray them. Diane wasn’t a good person. She was vindictive, anger prone, and vicious, but like most people, if you were in her circle, then she was great to be around.
His hands fiddled with his necklace. 
Not that it mattered if he wanted to get an ally on the ship, then he had to eliminate Diane. Could he recruit her? The prudent answer was no. Diane wouldn’t care about a future threat, especially one acting on reborn timelines of centuries. The only viable path to insert someone he trusted onto the ship was through her. No ship could use the booster for a deep jump unless they had two pilots with Jump at the Evolved stage of nineteen or above. If Diane went down and GIT wished to attempt the Jump, then he would need a new pilot. If Fiona positioned herself right, then she could step into the job. With her boons hidden, she would be about the weakest person GIT could employ, and he knew that would be the key criteria that GIT set. He was too wrapped up in his paranoia to make any other decision. That requirement of two Jump pilots would force GIT’s hand and when he hired, he would aim for as pathetic as possible.
The doors opened and the same idiot from before came in. “Cargo is confirmed to be delivered in full. I’m releasing your credits.”
Diane nodded as the money hit her account. “I think we need compensation for your rudeness.”
“What?” the man said with a sneer.
“Toro wanted you to print a simple food substance. Instead of saying yes…”
“It’s not my job.”
“You were rude,” Diane continued relentlessly. “You abandoned us here without any entertainment.”
“You could have returned to your ship.”
“On a bench without gravity straps, no company.”
“That’s not in the–”
“And now you’re talking over the top of me. Stop,” Diane snarled when he tried to argue some more. “I’m pretty reasonable. But this–” She waved. “–was unacceptable. And before you wonder otherwise, it’s all recorded.”
“So?”
“If I get paid, you can insult me as much as you want, but I haven’t been paid.”
“What do you call the credits I just sent over?”
Diane mimed looking confused. “You meant the contractual payment that my captain negotiated and received.”
“Yes!”
“That was for delivery of goods and has nothing to do with how you’ve treated us. Unless there was a rider in the contract specifically dealing with…” Her voice trailed off. “Legal bot.” There was silence, but it was clear that Diane was listening to internal communication. “Nope, not a single clause in the contract gives you carte blanche to treat me and Toro that badly. Now, as I said, if I’m getting paid, I’m happy for you to be rude to me. If I’m not being paid, I’m going to bear a grudge. While I’m on the captain’s time, I’ll be professional, but the moment that I’m off duty...” 
The words hung between them, and the previous pompous fool for the first time looked uncertain. “What, you’ll void mark us?”
“Oh absolutely, at a minimum, but I also know people on the seedier side of the business. I’m not to be pissed off.” 
“That’s blackmail, if I report you.”
“Don’t make it worse for yourself. I’m not blackmailing you. I’m asking for payment for the services I’ve rendered.”
“What services?”
“Letting you bully and be rude to me. My going rate is usually 200 credits an hour.”
The man gaped at her. 
Eric suppressed a smile.
“His,” her thumb pointed at Eric, “rate’s cheaper. Send over the chocolate request.”
Eric did exactly that.
“You want me to?” the man asked.
“Twenty batches,” Eric confirmed quickly. “That’s about sixty credits. Slightly less than what I usually charge,” he finished with a straight face.
“You stupid bitch. I’ll…”
Diane smiled back. 
He deflated. 
“Good. I’ll throw in the next five minutes for free while you deal with my colleague.”
“I…”
Diane was completely relaxed. “Say whatever you want. After all, you’ve paid for the privilege.”
“I’m going to talk to my lawyers and other stations around here. When your cogwell of a captain finds out that he’s been black-banded because of you, he’ll crush you.”
She smirked. “Yes, sir. I’m definitely going to regret it.”
The man saw her confidence and frowned. Economic realities were what they were. None of the nearby stations would support this man. They depended on people like GIT to supply them, and if they banned GIT over something as minor as his second doing some semi-justified extortion, then every other captain out there would withdraw their services. 
He left, and then returned every step an angry one. The chocolates were delivered, and with a last smirk, she walked back to the airlock with Eric walking behind her with his boxes full of chocolates piled up. There were too many to eat. Eric already knew they would get spread around to everyone but GIT, who only used his personal food dispenser.
The airlock snicked shut behind them. Diane burst out laughing. “That was fun.” Without the slightest hesitation, she took half the boxes from his arms. It wasn’t to help him carry them back to his apartment. “Love these.”
Whistling merrily, she went off to her room.
In his room, Eric opened up the chocolate and fiddled with the drone he had purchased. This was the most powerful he had been allowed to buy yet.
As he worked, he considered once more how he was going to defeat GIT. His Soul Scouting went out once more and touched GIT. He read the numbers in his head and they made him feel depressed. A soul virus was the answer, but given the hermit GIT was, it was unlikely that Eric would have an opportunity to administer it. That left a straight fight. 
His mind flicked through the ship, touching on each of the hired security. Fiona and him versus GIT and those three. Eric could not see a path where they could beat him. Hell, he doubted the two of them had the soul strength to even break through GIT’s doors.
What could he do? Soul Fire?
He put that down as a definite contingency if he could stop GIT from jumping and wound him when he did so, then anything was possible. What else could he use?
He shut his eyes and endured the flashing lights, and then stood on the concrete pillar once more.
“Display the description of all my traits and boons.” It was possible that one of them could provide inspiration.
Tens of screens appeared with all the reference information that he needed. He could see detailed text for each of his traits and maybe something in the fine print might help him.
“Sir,” the butler blurted out in surprise.
“What?” 
Three panels started flashing.
“These have changed.”










CHAPTER 66





IN SHOCK, Eric read the headings of the three highlighted boons. Temporal Bubble, Guidance,
and Meditative Perfect Recall.
His stomach dropped as those names registered. 
“When did this happen?”
“I don’t know.”
Another wave of shock rocketed through Eric. “How?”
“I don’t know.” There was surprise and fear in the butler’s voice. “I’m checking, but there’s no record of any changes and you haven’t looked at the text of your boons since you advanced on HC#002.”
“Seriously?”
“Yes, sir.” The professional tone that had briefly lapsed was coming back.
“Has this happened before?”
“Not in your lifetime, sir.”
“Not what I was asking.”
There was a pause. “No, sir. I have never experienced this happening.”
The time traits had all been changed, and it had happened without them knowing about it. That was scary. Eric guessed the nature of the changes might shed some light on what was going on. He checked the Guidance box first.
Guidance
You will be guided on the path to being worthy. 
Active skill: Intervention

The only change was the addition of those last three words. The boon now had an active skill associated with it. 
His heart was thudding in his chest, his mouth was dry and his hands clenched so tightly in a fist that he could feel his mostly trimmed nails digging into the palm of his hand.
Eric swallowed. “Can you show me the active skill?”
He was looking right at the words, so there was no reason to say its name out loud.
A new screen appeared.
Active Skill: Intervention

Type: Growth

Rating: Mythical

This skill allows the reborn to actively request Guidance’s help in a specific direction. Help depends on the number of action points available. 

Action points regenerate at a rate of 2 per day to a maximum of 128 

Action points Available: 128

Eric’s mind briefly short-circuited.
Mythical!
And Growth!
He was only Awakened,
and he possessed a mythical rated skill that was also growth!
And it was an active skill of the most terrifying thing he had ever seen outside of the Oracle of Time itself. He was surprised that his heart hadn’t exploded from the stress.
“Sir, even breaths,” the butler interrupted. “In… out.”
In a haze, Eric followed the instructions. There was more to see, but for now, he couldn’t look further. Actively using Guidance versus a mythical ability. The two concepts clashed in his mind.
“And in.”
Maybe it’s not mythical? Maybe it was a trick. What did the skill actually do? His brain grabbed at the idea like a drowning sailor and a lifebuoy. Anything to distract himself and ground his feeling, Eric’s eyes dropped to read the detail.
Interventions that can currently be requested. 

Decision 

Will select a memory from the reborn’s prior life to relive in order to guide the reborn’s decision-making on the current primary issue. Cost: 8. 

Confirm Ally 

Will confirm whether someone has the potential to be an ally. Points are only consumed in the event of failure. Cost: 16. 

Expand Quest Information

Will generate pointers regarding the best pathway to complete a quest. No additional rewards will be offered. Cost: 32.

Guiding Quest

Create a detailed quest to guide the next set of actions. Cannot be used to help with existing quests. Quest generated will not reward soul boon points. Cost: 64.

Create Quest 

In addition to automatic quests, Guidance will assess a specific desire that will help humanity and create a request based upon it. soul boon point Rewards will be based on the contribution completing the quest will have on the reborn’s aim of saving humanity and not difficulty. Cost: 128 

Eric’s heart was thumping. He ran his tongue across his teeth.
Nothing. They felt perfectly fine. That made sense, Guidance hadn’t stirred. All he was doing now was reading his status screen; nevertheless, the changes were too large. 
“What the hell is happening?”
“I don’t know, sir.”
“It was a rhetorical question.”
“I know, sir. It’s just…”
“My thoughts exactly,” Eric muttered to himself. The upgrade was massive. And it would make everything easier. It would improve his safety, it would let him make accurate decisions, and if used judiciously, additional soul boon points. There were no downsides, but a single thought thundered in his head and refused to disappear.
Why?
At this moment, it was more important than anything else. He had to know why, but all he knew at some point between HC#002 and now, this extra ability had been added. It wasn’t a quest reward. It hadn’t occurred when he advanced. It was for something else. There had to have been a trigger, the nookie? A reaction to something he had done wrong that had twisted the timeline? Traitor GIT being stronger than expected? Had an alien race noticed him?
“Voidest.” Eric wiped the sweat off his forehead. He felt sick, weak through the trunk, and he wanted nothing more than to collapse and roll into a ball. 
It was a shock reaction. 
Why?
It was a huge upgrade. His mind kept coming back to that last thought. If an alien species had taken note of him? If they thought humans had a reborn… That was the sort of event that Eric imagined could create this response, presumably from Guidance, as he doubted it was something that Taavaewa would do directly.
“How did the other two change?”
Meditative Perfect Recall

The ability to recall any observed knowledge in either timeline. Knowledge may be transferred directly between the soul processor and Meditative Perfect Recall at the rate of 4Mbps. 

“Voidest,” the normally calm butler cursed. “I wish we knew about this earlier, sir.”
“Did you just swear?”
“How many days of transfer have we lost?” The AI ignored his question. “The throughput is crap, but…” The frustration was evident in the butler’s polished voice, and Eric understood the point.
Even small things like updating the AI, which currently involved Eric retyping a wealth of information, could be streamlined. Not to mention Meditative Perfect Recall being able to direct external searches. It would let it drill down into the data sets Eric needed without the intermediate step of Eric leaving the space, and then getting his processor to run the identified searches.  
“It’s done,” Eric told the AI harshly. “There is no point dwelling on what could have been.” Not when…
“Yes, sir.”
“But we’ll definitely need to discuss strategies to make the most of this.” 
“Yes, sir.” The butler’s voice sounded almost as shocked as Eric felt.
There was no real reason to delay further. Eric checked the last change.
Temporal Bubble (XI) 

Type: Growth.

Exclude a temporal bubble to encompass biological body and soul-bound artifacts. Internal time within the bubble is sped up without an increase in entropy.

Awakened Rank Bonus: When cultivating in a stationary position, the effect is tripled. 

Current time dilation 44%.

Active Skill: Three times time enhancement for 33 seconds once a day (duration increases by 3 seconds per level)

That was a useful ability. It basically let him travel over twice as fast as normal for a limited period. Used judiciously, it would be a powerful skill, especially as he continued to rank it up. When he reached Adept,
the active ability would allow him to move over eight times faster for almost five minutes per day, and it would keep getting better with every soul level he got. That benefit was already locked in, and then, in addition, there might be extra parts of the active skill created when his soul advanced to a higher qualitative stage because of the growth nature of the boon.
“Just be aware it’s a time skill, sir.”
Eric froze as he considered those words. “Good point,” he acknowledged.
Time skills were sacred not because of what they represented, but because of how rare they were. Anyone in any race demonstrating that type of skill would get attention. Even if it was as weak as a two times speed boost, it would be noted and potentially cause a reborn purge to be initiated.
“I’ll need to work out the best way to use it.”
“I would suggest it’s useful when you’re planning on killing everyone who sees it, sir.”
Eric laughed. “That’s never.”
“If you say so, sir. Memories imply otherwise.”
He wished he could look the voice in the eye just to confirm that the AI was teasing him. Tone of voice didn’t always convey sufficient information. “Sims don’t count.”
“Good point, sir. Still, I think if you use the boon, that’s the result you’re going to need.”
“Yes, I agree with you,” Eric told the AI. He would only ever activate the active skill in secure training or if he was playing for keeps. The joke about only if he killed everyone wasn’t so funny anymore.
“What next, sir?”
“Activate Guidance boon.” And then, before he lost the nerve, the words rushed together. “Can I recruit Diane as an ally?”
The entity stirred beyond him, looming above, reaching toward him, and pushing him back into his memories.
Eric shuddered, his teeth ached, and he looked around in surprise. He was in a sim. Mech Invasion, to be precise, given that he was piloting a PX-8 suit. His mind was aware of the condition of the suit. No ammo left, half the seals were broken, his battery case was cracked, reducing available power by eighty percent. If he tried to move, he could jog at about the pace of a human. Eric’s eyes flickered and discovered that he had landed in the middle of a flat field of grass.
He stood with the suit groaning.
“Status Report.”
Eric read the details in disbelief.
Enemies: 21

Allies: 0

Time remaining: 3:21

Then he looked up and two PX-17s emerged in front of him at full health. To his right was a PW-9, which was slightly more banged up, but in a hell of a lot better condition than his own suit. 
Skill mattered in this sim, and despite the disparity, if he still had bullets and they were one versus one, he might have been able to fight it.
Then more mechs emerged on the right and a couple on the left.
You could have just said ‘no,’
he thought bitterly.
One of the PX-17s started dancing. Laughter surrounded him from all sides. Then almost as one, twenty-one mechs focused their weapons.
Voidest, he thought, and the screen went white.
Eric was back on the concrete pillar.
“From the spike in your vital signs, I’m assuming that’s a no, sir?”
He nodded, unable to do anything else. He wondered whether he should see if he could convert any of the others. Tobias didn’t seem that bad despite his terrible choice of woman. He started to form the question, and then stopped himself. No, it was wishful thinking. Diane was the only one who he might have had a chance of converting. She was as flawed as all of them, but at least she genuinely liked him. 
He licked his lips and didn’t like how his teeth felt, but given how helpless the situation had been even before these new abilities had manifested, he needed to use Active Skill. Complete quest number one, and then he could deal with whatever had gifted him these abilities. He shivered… if the Traclaon purge happened now.
“Use Guidance’s active boon. Expand quest information on quest 1 kill Traitor GIT.”
The boon stirred like a snake constricting around a mouse, and then changed its mind and slipped back to sleep.
Eric wiped off the sweat and looked at the quest in question.
Engineer, an opportunity for Fiona Wey to join the White Sparrow for its jump to HC#004.

“What? I was already doing that.” Then he stopped his burst of anger from going any further. Religious people didn’t speak the lord’s name in vain and that held doubly so for something as real and terrifying as Guidance. Instead of getting angry, he should appreciate the fact that he was already on the right track to complete the quest.
“Use Guidance active boon. Expand quest information on quest 1, kill Traitor GIT.”
He squeaked as he felt like the air was blown out of him as the entity flexed its body momentarily before sleeping.
His mouth tasted of copper.
He spat onto the back of his palm and streaks of red were in the saliva. 
“Really, sir!”
A table had appeared in front of him with a large white napkin on it. He used it to wipe his hands, and then spat on it again. There was no change. Lines of red still filled the discharge. The ludicrousness of it wasn’t lost on him. He was in Meditative Perfect Recall, the blood wasn’t technically real, but something warned him that when he got back in the real world, he would discover that this dreamscape was only a reflection of what was happening there. 
“What are you thinking about, sir?”
“One moment.”
With a sigh, he opened his eyes to the real world and could still taste copper. Slightly more discreetly, he did the same test that he had done in Meditative Perfect Recall and wasn’t surprised when he saw red. 
It wasn’t just in the imaginary world his blood was leaking, which was an important thing to note for the future. He would need to spread out the use of the active Guidance boons or maybe this was a punishment for his anger. Whichever the reason, he didn’t want it to happen again. 
There was a ding in his processor space. Curiously, he looked. 
Quest #1 has changed as follows, sir. The next step after getting Fiona on board is. 

Prepare the life pod with the beacon components.

Internally, Eric smiled. The AI had just flexed its new ability and Eric could already see that it was going to be useful and, unlike the Fiona instruction, this one would impact his actions. It meant that there was nothing to do until the beacon was loaded onto the ship, which was literally only hours before they attempted to jump out of the system.
That meant everything he needed to complete the quest was already on board. Excluding Fiona, of course, and the fact he was in control was a relief.
While possessing this skill was a godsend, it still concerned Eric that he had gotten it without noticing. Particularly the fact that Meditative Perfect Recall had also failed to pick up on when it was acquired. 
Casually, he went over in his mind every time that Guidance had stirred, but between now and when he reached soul capability level seven on HC#002. It had been happening a lot. In fact, Guidance often stirred without actually doing anything and not like when it had assessed Toro or avoided Traitor GIT and his Scouting Touch, those movements had a reason. However, there had been shifts without a notable action to go with them. Eric remembered when he had been reducing his body mass and frantically fixing his soul, there had been two times he had felt it activate, but because it had done nothing, he had driven the occurrence out of his mind. 
How many? he wondered.
His internal processor dinged.
Unexpected movements were registered thirty-seven times.

Once more, Eric smiled because that upgrade to Meditative Perfect Recall was going to be useful. Now, whenever he wanted a small piece of information, he didn’t need to dive into the boon to get it.
Once more, someone’s soul crossed his space. This time, it was Diane, which meant that they would jump within two minutes. With a sigh, he put away his tools and climbed up on his bed and relaxed while he waited. There was no technical reason to do so, but he preferred to be in a comfortable position whenever a jump occurred. 
The time clicked down, and then reality distorted.










CHAPTER 67





IMMEDIATELY AFTER THE JUMP, Eric went to the airlock and was surprised when Omeka met him.
She glared at him. “What are you doing here?”
“I was going.”
“Nope. Diane might be happy to babysit you, but I’m not.”
“What’s happening?”
She looked at him. “We’re speeding up and Diane is taking every second jump, so I’m doing meet and greet until she recovers from jump sickness. She might babysit you later, but I’m not willing to do the same.”
With that, she exited the airlock. Eric sat down to wait, and soon enough, Diane came along.
The next seven stops occurred like clockwork one after another.
It was about time.
Diane’s soul passed over Eric, and he tried not to react as he lay on the bed. This was it. They were jumping to Station Gamma in the Kepler Belt that had been given the ridiculous name because, at the time, someone had thought they would use the Greek alphabet to name the stations. The trend hadn’t lasted since there were only twenty-four letters and hundreds of significant stations in the belt.
Gamma wasn’t necessarily important, but it was by far the largest of the string of places that were visiting on their supply run. Most of the crystals and rare metals they had taken on board each of the previous crappy mining stations were to be unloaded.
Reality distorted. 
Eric lacked access to sufficient sensors to track the accuracy of the jump, but considering that Diane had made it, the odds were that it would be closer to a forty-minute drift than a twenty. 
Like he often did, Eric left his apartment, checked the apparent gravity, and then oriented to the front of the ship and a porthole that would let him observe where they were going. Then he looked out, searching for the asteroid they were targeting. Their destination was large, having a diameter of almost ten kilometers. The sun, fortunately, was behind them, so unless they were a long way away, he should be able to see it. 
There was nothing there. 
Then his processor pinged, and when he went into soul space, it showed him where to look. He could see the asteroid they were targeting. It was a speck of light no bigger than the stars outside.
Apparent size of the asteroid shows jump was missed by two thousand kilometers.

Velocity miss of fifty kilometers per second.

At existing gravity, it is expected to take fifty minutes to arrive.

Eric winced at those numbers. He couldn’t help himself. It was a bad jump given that no gravity wells were involved, starting velocities had been similar, and relatively speaking, it had been a short jump. 
Quietly, he settled down to watch.
Forty minutes later, the station was close enough to see in more detail. It was a standard small scale spinning design. A single long axis linking to evenly balanced stations on either side with a very slow spin, which gave the perception of gravity for those on the station without noticeable distortion as you moved through the structure.
Eric studied it. Multiple large ships were docked and numerous smaller ones. Each of the habitat spaces were a few kilometers long and five or six stories high with a width approaching four hundred meters. He wasn’t sure how many people the station held, but with normal population densities, it was most likely in the tens to hundreds of thousands. Just in terms of ship traffic, there were over eighty vessels already berthed, and in his view, other ships drifted in. 
This was a station that legitimate traders or captains didn’t visit. 
Once they got close enough, he left the porthole and went to the main airlock to wait for Diane. Fifty minutes gave her about an even chance of leaving the station when they docked, though it was possible he would be forced to linger here for up to half an hour. How quickly she recovered seemed to vary more than most. 
As he waited, he reminded himself of what he had to do. Buy his chocolate and drone, and then come straight back to the ship. Relax and joke with Diane; it was important to let nothing slip through. 
Prior to the update of his quest, he had been uncertain of the validity of this plan. Now he knew he had no choice.
He also wouldn’t push on the drone design. He would get one that was as cheap as the previous ones. While having twenty to thirty drones following him to fix up things looked ridiculous and each drone was incredibly limited collectively, they made things a lot easier. 
All the crew, including Diane, laughed at him when they saw the stupid things faithfully tottering after him like a clutch of ducklings. However, they no longer complained. Even Shrumpet seemed to appreciate having everything working in the common area and that her personal air conditioning in her cabin had been fixed. 
The ship shivered as they connected to the station, and there was a surprisingly large jerk that made him also lose his balance.
“What the…?” He cursed before he could help it.
There was soft laughter behind him. “The station wanted some extra angular momentum. Giving it to them lowers our berth cost slightly.”
“Diane, you’re here early.”
“I recovered from the jump sickness fast and I figured you would want your chocolates.”
Eric pouted. “Can only purchase two boxes. I’ll still make sure you get half,” he finished hurriedly, in a nervous tone. 
Diane patted him on his head, and his handheld dinged. “I have transferred five credits.”
“You didn’t have to.”
“Kid, just buying my own.”
“You know you’ve already given me more credits than what you’ve eaten.”
“Don’t accuse me of giving you charity,” she growled. “I don’t do that shit.” They exited as usual into non-pressurized space, but Eric was used to it. Diane escorted him to a small waiting room in the docs. “Kid, you know I don’t like it, but I have to tell you. You’ve got a terminal. Don’t move from here.”
Eric nodded and went over to send instructions. Within ten minutes, the boxes were delivered. Each one was about the size of his hand, and he quietly he moved the poisoned one to the top and the second at the bottom of the stack. 
Guidance requires this, he reminded himself. 
Plus, based on her record, she was a horrible person. Only not to those around her. 
Omeka abruptly appeared. She looked at him, annoyed. “Don’t know why Diane keeps going out on a limb for you. Back.”
He had his stuff, so he said nothing and followed while his mind whirled. The public interactions that the videos were capturing differed significantly from his first timeline. It was like the actual Toro had been accepted into the team, but he was kept on the outer. What did Toro do initially to create trust? Internally, he screamed. From what he remembered, there hadn’t been an opportunity for him to do anything before his restrictions had been put in place. 
They were passing a scanner terminal and Omeka snatched all the boxes out of his hand and put them through the machine.
“Hey, delicate.”
Omeka’s look was almost a snarl, and then she turned back to study the readout. “Fine.”
She grabbed the five boxes and tossed them at him. He tried to catch them, but he couldn’t get their hands up in time. They bounced and his grasping hands only hit on a corner of a box, and then air. Then they all crashed into the ground. Omeka laughed while Eric scrambled to collect them. 
The carefully placed ordering of the chocolate boxes was gone and…
He shut his eyes to strobing lights, and then his feet landed on the hard concrete.
“Did you?”
“Yes, sir.”
A projection of Eric in the corridor appeared along with the scattered boxes. He was holding boxes four and three in the wrong order and the two he hadn’t collected now had labels on them. 
“Are you sure?”
“Of course, sir.”
Time rewound in the hologram, and it played forward. From above, he saw the boxes being thrown to him. Each of them labelled, and then how they spread out. Slowed down like this where the boxes landed was pretty clear, but in actual speed, it was a chaotic event, and he would have accidentally switched three and four around.
“It’s certain, sir.” 
“How much is simulated?”
The hologram started up and only disappeared for a few moments during which the order of the boxes could not have been changed around. But Eric knew for a fact he hadn’t seen this much of it.
“Soul Scouting, sir.”
“What?”
“I told the processor we needed visual, and it used your Soul Scouting link to give it to me.”
“Good thinking.”
“Thank you, sir.” There was amusement in the man’s voice.
He returned to the real world and grabbed the boxes of chocolate. The order was reversed, but like before, the poisoned boxes were on the top and bottom. The dark chocolate salty caramel, Diane’s favorite, was spiked in both boxes. 
Omeka was smirking at him when he stood. “Hurry up.”
Eric said nothing and did as directed.
Once within the ship, he dropped Diane’s chocolates off at her room and sat morosely on his bed. As always, he started building his new drone. Mentally, he stopped himself from looking up at the fiber optic cable that GIT had installed on his second day. The wire was encased in soul-tainted material with a simple lens that grabbed the light and sent it to GIT’s room with an analog signal. Once there, it was displayed. It was almost impossible to intercept the video signal. Of course, an electronic film over the top of the camera could negate it. If the lens captured the wrong image, then the un-hackable setup would not matter. Eric, of course, had done nothing. It was an annoyance, not a threat, and there was always the risk that one of GIT’s robots could check on the camera while he was out. That was the threat, not GIT watching him while he slept.
How a man such as GIT had put together the robots and security he possessed remained a mystery. It was one Eric knew he was unlikely to ever solve. Paranoia and a little technology knowledge had let him build a solid framework, and then GIT had gotten lucky, as the physical chip being used wasn’t one that Eric’s current augments could hack by bypassing the software.
The image of him sitting on his bed played in GIT’s room, and because of everything else he had seen, Eric had been very cautious about his hacking threads, so while he didn’t know it for a fact, he was sure those images that were being displayed were being recorded by a more sophisticated AI that would run behavioral routines over him. Any change in what he did would be noted, which was why Eric carefully built routines that would be useful in the future.
While he made the drone, he watched Diane’s movement through the station. She was still within his range. She seemed to haggle for supplies with an outer merchant who was clearly uncomfortable in the higher apparent gravity of the station. The transaction completed, they shook hands, and Diane exited.
On the corner of his screen, three streaks of gray entered. Diane threw up a hand to block the first, and her hand almost disintegrated as the object, which was clearly a fast-moving drone, collided with it. Then translucent full-body Armor rippled over her. The one on her hand was rebuffed and the other four bounced away. Then her soul Blade crackled into existence. She moved like fighters in the movies did when you sped up the speed to five times and there was cracking of electricity as the attacking drones were turned to scrap.
Then she ducked back into the shop she had just left. Her Armor gone, her hand spouting blood. The whole fight had taken less than two seconds and med bots were already reacting. The outer shop owner hit a security button, and the door slammed shut, sealing Diane safely within his shop.
The wound was clearly not fatal. Eric’s internal frown deepened. She had survived. He wondered if Zhong had contingencies in place or if that attack had been the extent of his strike. He wouldn’t blame Zhong if that was the case. Diane’s reaction had been eye-opening fast.
He kept building the drone in front of him while monitoring Diane. She stayed in the shop until Shrumpet and Tobias reached her, and then the three of them rushed back and got safely on board the White Sparrow. There were no additional attempts on her life.
With the drone three-quarters finished and the time ticked over to when he usually ate, he got up to get some food. As always, he was staggering his mealtimes to let him eat an hour before everyone else to give him some privacy, and while he was sure they appreciated the fixes around the ship, they still, excluding Diane, didn’t make him feel welcome. 
When he entered the common area, Eric recoiled in surprise. Diane was on the couch with one hand a bloody mess with Ithiel busily treating her.
“What happened?”
Diane looked wanly at him. “Nothing, kid.”
Ithiel tsked, his face annoyed. “Some of Diane’s more colorful history caught up with her.”
“You were shot.”
“Baa,” Ithiel said dismissively. “You need to better understand what’s out there. This,” he waved at the mangled hand, “was a drone attack.”
“I don’t think whoever did this was smart enough that they could smuggle guns onto Gamma,” Diane said weakly.
“More fool them. It’s easy,” Ithiel said. “However, these amateurs clearly couldn’t.”
“They don’t look very amateur to me.”
“That’s because you don’t know what you’re talking about, Toro,” Ithiel snapped. “Hell, I’ve seen you tinkering with your drones. Do you really reckon if you got a mining drone to someone’s shoulder that they’d survive?”
“What would happen would depend on the defenses. Can’t soul?” Eric waved his hand in the air.
“Good answer,” Diane said with a smile. “This almost got me, but I got my Soul Armor out in time, and then my Blade, and that was the end.”
Ithiel grunted. “You’re just lucky she was incompetent. If a drone had landed properly or if all five had hit simultaneously instead of being staggered. If you were that slow to get your Armor up.” He shook his head and ran a finger across her throat.
“Guess I was lucky.” Diane winced as the medical bot started tugging and realigned her hand. 
“Are we in danger?” Eric asked distractedly as he tapped his food order into the dispenser.
Privately, he regretted not ordering a proper meal on the station, but the Toro identity had only spent on drones and chocolate and was a tight arse for any other type of cost. Even though the ripples had caused significant divergence from his timeline, Eric was still trying to be true to Toro’s ideals. 
“Nope, Tobs and Shrump are roasting the bitch good,” Ithiel said in satisfaction.
“Bitch.”
“Yeah, kid.” Ithiel’s face was a picture of concentration as he worked through hand replacement options, clearly balancing functionality against cost. 
“Ex-lover, ex-business partner,” Diane said. “The psycho came after me for the second.”
Ithiel snorted. “How much did you rip her off?”
“I did no such thing. It was her poor decision that made the company fail. It was only right that I took,” Diane laughed, “its remaining assets.”
Ithiel chuckled harshly with her. “These things are costly.”
Diane focused on what he was doing. “Go chrome. It’s not pretty, but it’ll get the job done.” 
“Yeah,” Ithiel agreed. “Captain’s going to be furious.” 
Eric cleared his throat. “Can I get you anything?” Eric held out the sludge that had come out of the machine toward them. 
Diane wrinkled her nose. “Thanks for the offer, but while we’re attached to the station, I’ll order something appetizing in.” 
“Is your hand?”
“It’ll be fine, kid.” Diane smiled. “It didn’t hurt much, and the replacement is going to be better.”
“I’m getting it as a rental.”
She wrinkled her nose, then shrugged. “The replacement will apparently be a clone. So identical to the one I lost.”
Eric sat down and started eating while pondering what had happened. It wasn’t like Zhong to make mistakes. It sounded like he had been working through an intermediary who had underestimated Diane’s ability. 
He washed his plate, and then returned to his room and went to work on the drone.
Diane left the common area to her room. She opened the top box, and a massive smile lit her face. She plucked out a very familiar chocolate. Eric’s mouth watered as he imagined that rich goodness. The slight crunch of chocolate and its richness, along with thick caramel and the salt grains, which would break the taste up and work, even though, intuitively, the flavor combination was wrong.
Diane bit into it blissfully, splitting it in half. Unlike Eric, who ate them with a series of tiny bites over minutes, Diane devoured it with two bites in about ten seconds.
She licked her lips appreciatively and looked down at the other three chocolates in the box, trying to decide which one would be next.
It was done.
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TIME PASSED and Eric monitored what was happening on the ship.
Diane jerked awake abruptly. Her hands patted her cheeks, arms, and legs. The lights switched on, and she examined her forearm, leaning over, so her eyes were only centimeters away from it. Then she used a mirror to probe her ear. With Soul Scouting, the lobe looked slightly green.
Her face went white.
She meditated briefly, and then lurched upward, looking even more distressed than usual. Her room, unlike his own, was connected with hardline cables with everyone else. Eric missed who she was contacting, so his consciousness switched between GIT and Ithiel.
It was the security chief who woke and touched the screen to bring up Diane’s face. “What?”
Diane said nothing as an internal struggle went on with her.
Ithiel became alarmed. “What’s happened, Diane?”
“I…” She couldn’t force the words out.
“Have you done something? Have you betrayed us?”
“No. Nothing like that. It’s just.”
His face softened, and he hit another button, bringing up communication logs, which confirmed there had been no traffic either on or off the ship.
“What’s happened, Di?” he asked more gently.
“I’m infected.”
Ithiel stilled dangerously. “Have you quarantined yourself?”
“Yes.”
“What have you got?”
“Soul.” Her voice broke, and he could see water glistening on her eyelashes. “I have a…”
“Spit it out, Di.”
“A soul virus.”
Ithiel sat up straighter. “Oh, shit. We need to find out if it’s contagious.”
“I can research…”
“No,” Ithiel snapped. “Give me the symptoms, and I’ll go on station and go dark, and then get the information.” The distress was palpable, and Eric knew exactly why. Only four months ago, a soul virus had swept through an outer community. There had only been a thousand in the habitat, but every Awakened, and the single Evolved had died. Lower levelled, including Unawakened, had mostly been spared.
It was like most emerging diseases that never broke out into a full epidemic. The fear of the disease far outweighed the actual risks. Soul viruses were in that category. Only tens of thousands perished each year, but it was feared like they had reaped millions.
Ithiel was already up and moving and was opening a smuggler cache in his room. From within it, he produced a body suit, and internally, Eric whistled once he started it up. It was a clone suit, highly illegal. When you wore it to most sensors, you were someone else. It even shed skin cells that matched the alternative DNA.
He put it on, downloaded the symptoms that Diane had sent him, and slipped out of the ship, going dark immediately. Someone on Gamma would research soul viruses, but it would not be traced back to the White Sparrow.
Eric could have watched Ithiel, but frankly, he didn’t care. Instead, he focused on Diane, lamenting the misfortune that meant she had to be his target.
Diane paced restlessly in her room and was almost obsessively checking the spot on her arm. Eric felt like hitting himself or crying or yelling, but he did nothing. GIT was continuously spying on him, and he knew nothing about the woman’s distress. So he lay on his bed languidly using the stupid pose that he had seen Toro adopt when he was cultivating. Back flat, soles of feet together, knees touching the bed or as close as the body could get and his hands in a prayer position on the chest.
Ithiel returned and Diane started flipping through the research that he had brought back. Eric actively tried to give her privacy, but it was hard. As he flittered in and out, he saw impotent anger and tears.
His internal processor chimed, and he focused on Soul Scouting. GIT was active, and a screen in his room showed Ithiel.
“Potentially fatal, but unlikely to be contagious.”
“We were warned about this. How did she get it?”
Ithiel shook his head. “Symptoms are consistent with a ripple.”
“A voidest ripple.” Derision dripped from GIT’s voice. “You really believe that after.”
“It was a charlatan,” Ithiel stated with a dismissive gesture. “In any case, if we have eyes on us, no one can know.”
“Agreed. If she dies, get rid of the body discreetly. It voidest sucks that this is happening.”
The security consultant stretched backward. “Certainly stuffed up my day.”
“The research?”
“Doubly anonymous,” Ithiel assured him. “I got the data leaving no electronic traces, and if I did, then I had a clone suit on and no one will be able to tell it was someone from the Sparrow.”
“Good work. Do we wait for her to die? Or?”
“Or what?”
“Let the brat keep her company. They seemed to get along.”
“Why would we expose someone else?”
“If she dies, he’s cleaning her up anyway. Too suspicious if we hire a robot to move the body. If she survives, she won’t be as bitter if she feels looked after at her lowest.”
“Seems to waste Toro as a resource.”
GIT waved the comment away. “Plenty more like him out there. Plus, aren’t weak souls probably protected?”
“Okay.”
The connection was severed, and GIT went over to the jump chair. It was approaching the time they were due to jump, and given the Diane situation, Eric knew it was even more important to the captain that he stuck to his standard operating procedure.
GIT’s soul swept over him and the reality distorted, and Eric hurried to the airlock. It was his usual routine, and he pretended to be surprised when Diane wasn’t there and waiting.
“Toro?”
Eric’s younger self jumped even as he looked at Ithiel. The head of security, despite the hard floors, moved silently, unlike Eric, whose every step echoed. “Yes.”
“You need to check on Diane.”
“Why?”
“Captain asked you to.”
“I mean, why me?”
Ithiel blurred forward. Eric tried to raise his hands to protect himself, but they got battered down and the other man grabbed his ear and twisted.
“Ow.” Eric twisted under the pressure.
“Don’t question the captain.”
“Okay.” 
“Good.” Ithiel’s voice was quiet and dangerous. “She’s sick, but we don’t think it’s contagious.”
“Sick?”
Ithiel nodded.
Eric thought about how he should react to this situation. There were very few illnesses that were a problem. “It’s not a soul virus, is it?” Ithiel’s silence was confirmation enough. What would Toro do? He would be scared for his life. Desperate to avoid being exposed and mostly helpless. There was only one thing he could do. “I quit.”
Ithiel smirked. “I don’t care.”
He didn’t move from blocking the airlock. Eric hadn’t even realized that he had put himself in that position. 
Your amour’s down. My hand’s near the chest. I could. Eric suppressed the thought. He could probably do lethal damage, but he wasn’t sure he would survive the counter and his mission would be blown anyway.
“Toro, I like you. But…” he nodded toward where Diane’s rooms were, “Captain’s given an order.”
Eric mentally took a back seat, and then crushed his younger self hurriedly. It wanted to fight because, even at twenty-one, Eric apparently possessed more backbone than Toro ever had because there was no way the real Toro would have been champing at the bit to throw a punch there. Eric leaned into his spy training, and like a dog slinking away with its tail between its legs, Eric did as instructed. 
When he reached the first of the doors that gave access to Diane rooms, the squat nasty robot that he knew was Captain GIT’s primary communication device was waiting there, along with not one but three of Ithiel’s smaller observation drones. Eric carefully circulated the robot. It was a pretty basic design and filled the general repair robot stereotype. Two hand-like appendages, either of which would overwhelm him, an arc welder that would literally burn him to the bone, and a goddamn industrial strength saw blade rated for cutting through internal vessel walls. Basically, without Eric using the soul abilities that Toro didn’t have, the robot would annihilate him if it wanted to, even if Eric ambushed it, such was the gulf in their mundane abilities. Even with soul, the result probably depended on who struck first; the robot, despite being nominally for maintenance, was more than capable of putting up a good fight.
Once he was past the robot, he could see straight into the jump room. Diane was visible with a sheen of sweat on her face and her left earlobe had a slight green tinge to it visible from where he stood.
Before he got to know her personally, he had detested her. But the last couple of weeks had altered how he perceived her. Anyway, his thoughts didn’t matter; it wasn’t like he had a choice.
The clinical part of his mind assessed her. The soul poison Zhong had sourced was nasty, though it wasn’t a threat to him. He would be able to purge a lot larger dose than what Diane was infected with. Eric was sure that was by design on Zhong’s side. But what he could do with his healing boon and two hundred years of experience with the technique was quite different from what Diane, with her flawed understanding of her abilities, could manage. 
She smiled wanly at him, and it was clear she wasn’t carrying out any healing routines. At her advancement, she would have to be meditating to get the flow’s need to combat the poison. 
Eric watched her in silence. Even if he reconsidered, there was honestly nothing he could do now. There was no technique that could be taught to arrest this virus once it spread to the point there were large visible patches on the skin.
Soul Fire Healing? Eric once more internally smiled at that thought.
It was something to consider for the future. Theoretically, Soul Fire could contribute. That was, if he had sufficient control, he should be able to burn out the infected spots of the soul. It would leave scar tissue, but there would be sufficient residual to save her. Even now, with his limited control, he could probably do it. Providing thirty percent of the soul wasn’t yet affected, he could eradicate the rest to scrape out the infection and leave her enough soul to recover with.
Eric did nothing.
Everything was on the razor’s edge. They were only days away from GIT’s scheduled jump, and while he had got the internals of the White Sparrow functioning again, that wasn’t why GIT had signed up for the dangerous jump. There was a large debt, that left GIT with no choice but to take the risk unless he wanted to walk away from the ship, which was something the voidest would never do.
Diane’s death here would put a spanner in the works, because if he missed the opportunity to use the booster, then that was it. There were no pushing appointment times around. The attempt had to be made on the timetable specified by the GNS. Last time, GIT had spent a day at Mars Close Orbital 2142 getting emergency repairs to the nuclear battery before jumping dark into deep space between Jupiter and Saturn, and then only re-emerged to pick up the jump beacon pieces. The beacon was vital. If he was lucky enough to find a functioning technological world, he would then place down the beacon so that humans could find the system going forward.  
All those facts combined meant that GIT would have only a single opportunity to replace Diane, and he would have to replace her. They needed a second person with a jump of at least nineteen on the ship to use the GNS booster.
The aliens insisted on it. 
Diane waved him in, breaking him out of his introspection.
She looked terrible. The green splotches were not just restricted to the ear lobe, even if that was the most intense patch. 
Concerned, Eric stepped back.
“Toro, don’t look like that.” She coughed, and then fluttered her hand. The large screen on one side of her displayed a medical report.
The bot had diagnosed her already.
“Aggressive fast decay ripple sickness,” he read out and noted the pertinent contagious details. 
“Yeah, kid. It’s not catching,” she said in annoyance, having noticed him backing away. The screen didn’t say that it only listed a ninety-eight point eight percent chance of it being non-contagious.
“It doesn’t say that.”
“Bah. That’s just their stupid lawyers of the med bot company talking. They can’t say absolutes or risk a lawsuit if they’re wrong.”
“Ripple sickness. Is it bad?”
She snorted. “Yes, and no. A hundred thousand serious infections per year and only hundreds of deaths.”
“That’s good.”
She shook her head. “Lies, damn lies and statistics. The results for those above level ten and symptoms spreading this fast.” Her good hand clenched. “That’s much more dire.”
She shifted on where she sat up on her bed and winced before touching her shoulder. It was the same arm that got shredded by the drone because he could see the shiny new prosthetic. 
“Was it from the attack?” Eric marveled at how his younger self separated from the information his older self knew was able to act so naturally in this circumstance.
“Luna wouldn’t have been smart enough to do something like that.”
Eric realized that he had shuffled forward into the room and had grabbed her second unopened chocolate box and was holding it out to her. 
She shook her head. “I’m afraid there’s no more chocolates for me. My stomach.” She stopped talking.
“Is there anything I can do?”
“Stay with me.” Her voice was plaintive.
Eric sat in her other seat. It was the height of rudeness to sit in someone’s personal jump chair. 
“Thank you.”
Eric sat there in silence. Toro would say nothing in this situation.
“You know, last new year I made a resolution not to be such a bitch.” She laughed sadly. “I intended to do it, but… there’s always tomorrow.”
“You were nice to me.”
“Maybe, but it’s so easy to just be myself. I’m going to die, and no one cares.”
“I do.”
“No, you don’t, kid. You probably hate me.”
“You’ve been nice and that shake down where that guy was being rude was awesome.” 
She chuckled. “Yeah, that was fun, but that might have been where I got this.”
“What?”
“Yep, ripples can have a long incubation period.”
“He wouldn’t have been able to,” Eric said, sounding shocked.
“No, he wouldn’t. Humans can’t do this.” She waved her chrome hand at her second hand that had a dull green layer of skin. She was wrong, but Eric wasn’t about to correct her.
They sat in silence. He saw her fiddle with her one suit, opening it and looking down through the zip at her belly and the top of her leg.
She frowned. “What a way to go. At least it’s not that painful.”
“It’s not?”
“Physically, it is how you feel after some decent exercise. Yeah, there’s some pain, but not what you care about. The soul sickness itself. I can’t feel that at all. The only thing I can do is witness its effects. Well, that’s not quite true. I can already sense my abilities reducing.” 
Soul Disciplines (6): Armor (5), Temporal Jump (10), Defense (4), Blade (4), Cower (12), Projection (2) 

She formed her hand into a fist, and nothing happened. Blade was gone. Amour was gone. Suddenly, he felt like a lion was in the room with him. Admittedly, a small one, and Eric could easily have ignored it, but that would have broken his cover. Even with his trait boosting his Defense, he wasn’t strong enough to resist her Cower. He stopped breathing and recoiled like Guidance had emerged. The thought caused sweat to bead just like it would with a true Cower physiological reaction. 
She laughed. “That’s still working. The most useless skill.” Then she frowned. “But nowhere near as strong as it should be. That should have left you lying on the floor covered in sweat.”
Eric pointedly wiped away the sweat on his forehead. “It was pretty bad.”
“You’re not convulsing on the floor.” 
“It was terrifying.” 
A sad smile. “You’re sweet, but that wasn’t what real Cower feels like.”
Silence descended and Eric could see the green patches on her face increasing once more, but said nothing. Diane clearly knew, but she was happy to pretend, at least for a moment, that things were not that dire. 
“Thanks for doing this. I wish I could give you something, but as per company policy, all of my stuff is Greg’s to distribute.”
“Why?”
She laughed. He could see tears in her eyes that hopeless knowledge that she was dying. “Because that’s how we’ve always run things. I never minded it when it was other people’s stuff I was getting.”
Eric nodded in sympathy.
“It’s all so pointless now. And, Toro, I need you to promise something.”
“What?”
The soul virus was multiplying faster now. He could see it visibly spreading and she had an awakened soul, so she knew exactly what the virus was doing inside her. “Keep your head down. You’re a good kid, and then when we get back to 2142, leave this ship. Walk away, find adventure elsewhere. He chews weak people up.”
Eric said nothing and just held her hand as the green advanced, and her eyes shut. There was a beep and the medical report showing on the wall updated as it received the results from the sample testing. Nothing indicated that it was possible for what was infecting Diane to spread from person to person. There was a name for it now and statistics. Once the green patches were larger than an old-style coin, it was too late. By the time a patch of skin was that large emerged, lifespan was measured in hours, if not minutes. That was where she had been when he arrived.
She closed her eyes even as her hand tightened on his own. The fingers that held him were going green. He didn’t pull away, and at a point far after when he expected in Soul Scouting, she died. 
“That’s a nasty way to die.”
Eric almost jumped at the voice coming from behind him, and he only didn’t because a small of part of him had sensed Traitor GIT approaching. He was still standing well back beyond the first airlock door even though science was saying non-contagious; he valued his life too much to take any chances. 
“I never thought a disease would get her. Railgun bullets, maybe five or six battle drones, or someone blowing this ship up. A ripple.” He saw on a reflection of the screen the other man shrug. “Inconsiderate bitch. Get her to recycling, brat, and don’t touch a thing in the room.”
“I won’t.” 
“No, you won’t. You don’t have the balls, and if she was dumb enough to give you access to her accounts, they ain’t yours. They’re mine.”
Eric said nothing. 
GIT turned and left. Eric turned around and there was an ugly robot there. “I’m going to get my robots to transport her,” he told the crappy thing. “Unless you can help?” 
It said nothing, and Eric hurried to his room, grabbed his mass of cheap robots and led them back to the dead body.
His internal processor told him the bad news before the drones even got going. They didn’t even collectively have the physical capacity to lift her up.
With the robots not working, he stepped forward and tried to lift the body up. Drones snuck into the space he created and helped. He did the same to the leg, and then bum, and then the other side. After that, most of the body was draped over his drones. Their little engines all working in unison probably couldn’t generate the traction to move her on their own, but they could help if he pulled at the same time. 
When he got close to the door, the strange robot that GIT had left moved to intercept him.
“What?”
A light appeared and shone on a necklace around Diane’s neck.
“You’ve got to be kidding me.” The robot didn’t react and Eric found the clasp and undid the necklace.
He went to move her forward, and this time, the light shone on her hands. With a curse, he removed two of the rings, but the third didn’t move. It was clear that GIT’s robot would not let him pass until the final ring was removed. It didn’t even look that valuable, but there wasn’t much Eric could do about it. The robots once sent out were fully autonomous, so he couldn’t even appeal to the human behind the screen, so to speak. 
With a sigh, he sat down and designed a simple lubricant and a hook to pull the ring off. Then his only drone not currently supporting Diane’s body and strong enough to get the part shot away. 
While he waited, Eric examined the rest of Diane’s body. With an annoyed look, he went and pulled her leather boots off. He was worried that the bloody robot would probably class them as valuable; after all, the leather looked authentic. 
He wrinkled his nose and wanted to puke. Feet trapped in leather from someone who had died from a soul virus stunk; that, or she didn’t wash her feet very often. Just because it wasn’t the worst thing he had seen or smelled didn’t mean it was pleasant.
The drone returned. Dutifully, he applied the lube and pulled off the ring. Some green skin went with it. Once more, he grabbed her and, walking backward, he dragged her out of the room. The sentinel robot moved aside. 
He didn’t run into anyone, and before long, she was out the airlock and loaded onto the waiting recycling unit. 
Diane was dead, and there was a spot for Fiona to fill. He should have been celebrating, but instead, there was a pit of dread in his stomach. The quest was clear: he needed Fiona to get on the White Sparrow, but he also didn’t want to put her within reach of these horrible people.










CHAPTER 69





WHEN ERIC REACHED BACK to his cabin, he mechanically washed himself because GIT would be watching, and he wanted to avoid raising suspicions. The jets in the shower went full bore. They blasted his skin and any casual observer would believe that he was desperate to wash away any virus that might have gotten on him. It also gave him time to think.
Absently, he threw his mind out to Captain’s GITs cabin and was stunned to discover that GIT, who normally did nothing but amuse himself and drink, had called a meeting. A physical one. Both Ithiel and Omeka were present.
Ithiel leaned against the frame of the door. “What are we going to do?”
“You were there.”
“Doesn’t mean I trust it.”
GIT looked uncertain. “Nor do I, but facts are facts.”
“A good AI model,” Ithiel countered.
“The exact date, the brat.” GIT shook his head. “I don’t want to believe, but…”
“You will,” Ithiel finished. “If that’s the case, we don’t let anyone on board. That’s if we’re taking it seriously.”
“We need a jump pilot.” GIT threw his hands up in the air. “We need a jump pilot with a level of at least nineteen.”
Ithiel frowned. “Regulations?”
GIT nodded.
“Fine, we minimize risks. She recruits.” He pointed at Omeka.
“Yes,” GIT answered curtly.
“And the only requirement is a Soul Jump level of nineteen?”
“Yep.” 
Ithiel kicked the ground and looked at Omeka, and then GIT. “I thought we were supposed to send a message if anyone died or was incapacitated.”
“Not doing that. I’m not letting it know that Diane’s dead. You did hide the body?”
“Of course I did,” Ithiel said, sounding offended. “Toro dumped the body into an unmarked recycler. If the authorities found out about it, they would’ve quarantined us.”
Eric watched what was happening in puzzlement. Why did someone want to know about Diane?
“Good job,” GIT said. “I’m not giving them leverage.”
“The lack of time until the jump might benefit us,” Ithiel mused. “Less time for anyone to notice she’s missing. By the way, I still call bullshit.”
“Yeah, you did back then too,” GIT acknowledged. “But it isn’t worth taking risks.”
“Agreed,” Ithiel said. “Omeka, I need you to recruit someone anonymously. Only requirement is that their Soul Jump is nineteen.”
“I can check that once they’re on board,” GIT stated.
“But use your back channels.”
“My sister?”
Ithiel smiled predatorily. “Sorry, but yes.”
“Bitch.” Omeka looked sulkily away. 
“It’s for the best, and you’ll be compensated,” Ithiel continued. “Beyond the jump requirement, the weaker the better. I want low fighting soul skills, crippled, no useful traits, and they’re expected to do no work. That means I don’t need any references or proof of jump experience. That’ll make it easier.”
“I’m still–” GIT began.
“Wait,” Ithiel said, holding up his hand. “We can fortify Diane’s cabin, even if someone from the lending company is trying to sabotage us and force a default. If they send a mole, we can lock him in the secondary jump room. Remove the crystal. There will be nothing the idiot can do.”
GIT shrugged. “That should work. We’ll assume we get someone and start locking down the cabin. Get the brat to help. We’ll need to engineer all the doors so they can’t be opened from inside and also get some permanent surveillance in there.”
“One of us will monitor him continuously,” Ithiel agreed immediately.
“Get to it,” GIT said in annoyance. “This is a voidest headache. I never did like the bitch. She had to last an extra three days and I wouldn’t have given a shit about it.”
“The brat wanted to quit.”
“And I wanted Diane not to cark it. We all can’t have what we want.” GIT stopped talking.
“What about Toro?”
GIT looked thoughtful. “He’s good at his job.”
“Yes, he definitely is,” Ithiel agreed.
“And he tried to quit when you made him deal with the body?”
“Well, I wasn’t voidest doing it myself.”
GIT laughed heartedly. “Good for the brat to show some backbone. Placate him; he’s not getting off the ship until after the deep jump. Beyond that, we’ll give him a twenty boost if he stays, relax restrictions and see if that entices him.”
“Yeah, good call,” Ithiel agreed.
“I think we should ditch him.” They all looked at Omeka in surprise. “Don’t like the vibes he gives out.” She raised her hands defensively. “I know I don’t get a vote. If we’re done here, I’m going to send my bitch of a sister a message.”
“And I’ll jump us on schedule,” GIT grumbled, walking back to his chair.
Eric returned Soul Scouting to its usual passive patterning. That conversation had a lot in it to unpack. First was the recruitment criteria that they were going to use. It was very close to what he had guessed at, and so Fiona should easily position herself for the role. 
The second was the context of warnings. Why did someone want to know if Diane died? And why had he been mentioned? That made the hairs on the back of his head raise. 
He shut his eyes to a kaleidoscope of colors. 
“What do you think?”
“I don’t know, sir. My guess would be that maybe someone is betting on GIT discovering a system.”
“That doesn’t make any sense. You can’t bet on that.”
“Maybe it’s a play for scrap value?” the butler suggested.
Eric thought about that. “The liquid metal doors?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Wait, back on someone betting on him making the jump. What do you mean by that? That isn’t possible. It’s random. Isn’t it?”
“According to what you know, it’s not beyond the realms of possibility that there may be a method to identify people likely to find a new system…” The butler trailed off into silence. 
“You don’t work in low probability hypotheticals. Your past lives?”
“I couldn’t possibly comment.”
Eric shook his head to clear it. “What did GIT say? The exact date, the brat,” Eric mused.
“Well, the exact date is clearly their slot for a boosting jump, sir.”
“And an AI could definitely work that out.”
“Yes, the impossible becomes easy to predict if you throw sufficient information and computer power at it.”
“The brat?”
“Sir, when was Toro predicted?”
Eric shrugged in response.
“If it was only a few days before you got on, that would have been easy enough to infer.”
“Are you sure I was on 2142? There’s not much centralized surveillance.”
“With all due respect, sir, you were on 2142 in the tourist sections. And not just a tourist, but more specifically, the regulated market exchange in the docks. In any case, they didn’t need to have identified Toro personally. If you know a ship is struggling with maintenance, then it’s pretty safe to produce a line like, ‘You can recruit a cheap teenage mechanical genius on 2142.’ That isn’t that hard to come up with. Many children want to get out of that station, and one’s bound to be talented, and to boot, you prime your mark, in this case, GIT, to actively look for a kid. It becomes self-fulfilling.” 
He nodded. Those explanations made sense to him. “Then why are they locking up Diane’s cabins?”
“Presumably, they’re worried about someone getting on board and stealing from them if their jump is successful, sir. A pirate situation.”
Eric chuckled at that. He couldn’t imagine the vilest person of all time getting double-crossed, and if it happened, then good riddance. “How are you more blasé about this than me?”
“I think in a historical sense what we’re seeing makes sense. This explains GIT’s reaction when he returned from HC#004 in your timeline. The fact that he immediately sought help from GNS becomes more reasonable if he thought someone was gunning for him. If you had an organization with connections and that level of data analysis squeezing you, then you’d be tempted to run to the biggest power out there that might protect you.”
“There is no way I’d do a deal with aliens.”
“Yes, sir. I meant if you weren’t the reborn and didn’t know better. That interaction when he got back from HC#004 makes a lot more sense now.”
“It does, doesn’t it?” Eric mused.
He didn’t like the conclusions that piece of information was encouraging him to draw. Possibly, GIT wasn’t as bad as he thought. Still a traitor, to be sure, but a more relatable one. 
Feeling slightly better, Eric opened his eyes and immediately switched his attention to Omeka.
She was looking at a screen recording a personal message. “My favorite sister, how are you? I’ve got an opportunity for you. My boss needs to hire someone, and he wanted me to go to one of the more reputable services, but I figured I would throw you a bone as I have enough budget. Don’t tell anyone it’s for me or it’ll get back to my boss and he’ll fry me.”
Brilliant, Eric thought.
“Anyway, the person we want has a single requirement. Jump capacity of at least nineteen. Beyond that, we don’t care, but the weaker the rest of the skills the better. Don’t need to speak common. They don’t need to do a voidest thing, send a cripple if you find one. Gigs for two weeks, two hundred credits. Your cut is a hundred, and if you pay the recruit fifty, you can walk away with two fifty when you pocket their share. And in the future, don’t badmouth me to Paps or say I do nothing for you.”  
The video camera turned off and Omeka grimaced. “Feel dirty,” she muttered. “God, I hate contacting that bitch.”
Clang, clang.
Eric’s eyes flinched up. At his door, there was a heavy knock. “Toro, we’ve got some emergency work for you to do.” Ithiel’s voice went through the heavy metal before the door was yanked open abruptly. “You might not know, but we’re scheduled to attempt a deep jump in a couple of days.”
“Yes!” Eric did a little fist pump to show his excitement. “Half the reason I agreed to come on board.”
Ithiel smiled. It was almost genuine. “Yeah, I thought you’d be pleased. But it means we’re going to have to hire someone to replace Diane.”
“Why would we do that? Doesn’t it mean we’ll all get less?”
The other man nodded and frowned at the same time. “Bureaucracy. If it doesn’t make any sense, the answer’s always bureaucracy. Anyway, we need to hire quickly and we’re not sure we can trust who we’re getting. To protect, the rest of us the captain agreed to allow us to make adjustments to the secondary jump room to make sure whichever undesirable we hire can’t escape and get up to mischief. Don’t want some stranger getting into my things.”
“Makes sense.”
“You need to help, Toro.” 
“I said fine.”
“Come on, let’s go. I can explain on the way.” Ithiel threw a hand over Toro’s shoulder. “The other good news is that after the deep jump, you’ll be promoted to being a full member of the crew. Greg said you’ve passed probation and can be treated accordingly.” They reached Diane’s room. “We need to strip all belongings out then rig the doors so they can only be opened from the outside.”
“You’re going to make him a full prisoner?”
“Yeah, the person we’re hiring has a reputation for stealing stuff, so this is the best solution. You up for it?”
“You bet,” Eric answered and threw himself into the work, smirking internally at how easily the lies had come out of Ithiel’s mouth.
Turning the secondary jump room into a prison went quickly, and all too soon, he returned to his room. Then his doubts and insecurities crowded in. Plans were spinning in his mind, but just like all the other times, a non-nuclear option didn’t present itself. 
If either he or Fiona had full-body armor, then a straight-out confrontation might make more sense. That would allow for a tactic like doing a micro-jump into GIT’s jump room and killing him while he had soul exhaustion. The automatic defenses would be completely thwarted by the Armor. 
If they timed it just right at the peak of his exhaustion, they could overwhelm him quickly. GIT, unfortunately, was convinced someone wanted to kill him and wasn’t stupid. He had his personal space physically warded. Mesh extended throughout the room, reducing the areas someone could jump into. It was a simple technique that was used in the future, and others in Sol were doing it currently. Admittedly, only a few of the more paranoid individuals. The practice didn’t get significant traction until pirates started using micro-jumps to board, and then steal cargo ships in thirty years’ time. Then the method would explode in popularity. 
GIT’s deployment of the wire was haphazard. There were spots close to GIT’s chair and in the corners of the room that Eric could jump into. Unfortunately, without full-body Soul Armor, he would struggle to survive the countermeasures that GIT had installed to prevent that. There were automatic defenses that would trigger and shred the space he projected into. It was a moot point. GIT would never let someone strong enough to do that type of assassination on his ship.
Nuclear. That word rang in his head. After all, this time, no new ideas had emerged, and the one he wanted to avoid felt inevitable. 
Privately, Eric admitted that getting Fiona on board initially was more of a desperate hope that she would have been able to think of something better than him. Then if she didn’t, and they had to fight, the two of them might be enough. Since he had used the active Guidance skill to improve the instructions in the quest, he knew her presence was vital, but the why was unknown. 
Potentially, the way she thought would let her make a breakthrough that he could not find. It had to be something like that because in a straight-out fight, while Fiona was scary with her fire boon, she would probably be the fifth strongest on the ship. Maybe as good as third as that boon and fighting skills might just push her past Tobias and Shrumpet. Zhong, on the other hand. Eric rejected the image. That was a fever dream. GIT’s security team would presumably attack Zhong on sight.
Jonathan, if Eric had thought of him in time, might have been a better match, then he remembered the other man’s Jump ability. Nope, he wouldn’t have worked either, even if his unique ability to fight beyond his level would be perfect to have on the ship. It wasn’t worth worrying about. Even if the entire security team was wiped out, there would be no new hires. Diane’s replacement was forced, and that was the only reason it was considered. 
A wave of soul energy flowed over Eric.
He tensed, then forced himself to relax. That was GIT doing his thing.
He sat on the bed, cultivating until reality distorted.
Immediately after the engines fired to give him a direction, Eric got up to find a porthole that would let him see where they were going. He could see Mars ahead of him and it took a little longer to spot 2142, but it was there. It was an ugly sphere that looked tiny from this angle even if when inside it felt as big as a planet. It was an illusion. The actual living spaces were less than most countries back in pre-space days. It was just that compared to planet densities, everyone was packed in like sardines. 
Eventually, 2142 got bigger and bigger until it filled the entire porthole. The thrust of the engines kept increasing until they were almost at full-G, which Eric knew was the vessel matching the angular velocity of the spinning station. Then there was a shiver as the White Sparrow docked. 
Mimicking Toro’s little skip walk, Eric headed toward the airlock at the top of the ship. One of GIT’s strange maintenance robots waited in the way. Eric attempted to walk past it. The construct moved to block him.
Eric stopped and looked at it in annoyance. “What’s happening?” he demanded.
A little light appeared on the robot. “All shore leave has been canceled,” a synthetic voice said.
“No, Ithiel said that my probation was over!”
The robot said nothing. 
“My contract–” Eric started, trying to walk around it. 
It flashed menacingly, and then a little projection displayed an image on the dull steel wall. 
It was GIT.
“Not sure what routine has triggered this message or who this is being addressed to. Shore leave is canceled for everyone. I’m not risking any government spy shit getting on board or letting any of you bottom feeders be bought off. After we get a jump pilot replacement, we’re going to deep jump. Success or not, everyone will get time off after that. We’ve got a designated booster window allocated to us in a week’s time, and between now and then, the only thing that comes on is the jump pilot and the standard beacon and booster crates. I’m not taking any risks. HC#003 was just discovered and exploration rights have been given to the voidest Mars Authority. Toldson ain’t that sort of guy. He’s still getting a hundred million, but he should have got a thousand times that. He was compromised, and I’m not falling into the same rut. Return to your cabin and shut the voidest up.”
The hologram switched off and Eric shut his eyes to a riot of colors.
“Events are still consistent with your first timeline, sir.”
“The discovery of HC#003 has been announced.”
“It would seem that way, sir. In your first timeline, it was announced three hours ago.”
“And this ship’s lockdown?”
“Consistent.”
“And I remember the White Sparrow disappeared for a full week after the 2142 visit. I guess this explains it.”
“Yes, sir.”
Annoyed, he retreated to his room and cultivated. Soul Scouting sent out another data package with all the information that he had gathered on the recruitment plans and what would happen next. He doubted his outside team could use the data to change anything, but just in case, he sent it. 
Three hours later, an alert chimed. The ship shivered, and it disengaged, drifting away from the orbital. 
Instantly, gravity vanished.
He shut his eyes to a riot of colors. 
“This is inconsistent, isn’t it?”
“Yes, sir.” 
“Last time, Traitor GIT stayed docked for eight hours. Through the last five, nothing happened. Historians assumed they were sleeping.”
“Why are we moving away?” Eric asked, even though he knew it was just for extra security.
“Your guess is accurate. It’s security, sir.”
“I detest ripples.”
“So do I,” the AI agreed. “And there will be more and more of them. Think of the impact that Traitor GIT’s actions had. What happens if that blow to humanity never occurs?”
“Well, being an oracle was fun while it lasted.”
The butler laughed lightly. “You’ll still have the entity advantage. Nothing humanity does will change their schedule. Plus, in the systems which we discover, you’ll know where all the good loot is.”
“True. But something like the Red Bandit might never happen now.”
“There is a chance humans won’t find that system and an equally large chance that aliens won’t get access,” the AI speculated. “You could even circumvent it by getting to the wreck first.”
“I’ll probably do that.”
With a mental sigh, Eric finished the blink and looked around, and then got up to find a porthole. There was currently nothing that needed fixing.
As he walked, soul energy washed over him. Eric almost stumbled in surprise, but then kept going like nothing happened. He should have expected this. There was no point leaving the station if you weren’t ready to jump at a moment’s notice. 
For the next five hours, they drifted away, and then there was a tiny thrust for a few minutes to cancel gravity and they floated sufficiently far away from the station that they could not be easily infiltrated but close enough that there were no delays due to the speed of light. It wasn’t like GIT knew about his skill, but four kilometers wasn’t far when you were talking about distances in spaces. He had lost the ability to check on 2142 within ten minutes of them drifting away. 
Fiona could be on that station, and he would never know.
They were completely stationary in space.
Then reality distorted. 
There was no replacement pilot, but Soul Scouting had been monitoring GIT and the other man didn’t seem concerned. 
Apparently, the plan had changed to retreat to safety for now, and then swoop in later to pick the pilot up. 
Eat, shit, pretend to do VR while secretly cultivating, and then sleep. 
Four days, and once more, soul energy spread through the vessel. It moved incredibly slowly, so wasn’t GIT. His mind flicked to a new spot, and he discovered Tobias sitting in Diane’s jump chair. He guessed the outcome was no surprise. If he was worried about security, it was what he would have done. 
The man’s soul was moving glacially through Eric’s room, and it was frankly embarrassing. When his jump skill had been three, he had been able to better than this. Eric shouldn’t have felt so surprised by this detail; just like the expression of Armor could differ, so could Jump proficiency. When his Armor rating was one, he had used the skill more effectively than someone with a rating of six. Efficiency and application mattered a lot. It was like Blade. Most could only manifest one, but Eric had got to the point that he could have three claws on each hand. It was all about control. The same applied to Jump ability, and Tobias was terrible.
Almost ten minutes later, reality distorted. There was no acceleration in the ship. It sat still after the jump, so Eric walked to the closest porthole and looked. He could see the sun and not much else, and Toro would have gained nothing from the view, but Eric had a powerful processor that Toro lacked, and the position of stars would be noted relative to the sun, and then once he found some planets, he could place their exact spot in the solar system. Eric kept walking, traveling toward a porthole on the other side.
A soul washed over him.
Eric paused. His mind flicked between jump rooms, and Ithiel had taken his spot in the jump chair while Tobias lay on the ground with his head on Shrumpet’s lap, clearly exhausted. GIT was awake and not doing anything.
With no sign of which way to go, Eric sat down in the corridor to wait. He was almost certain this was going to be a micro-jump, and then GIT would establish a jump position in case they got attacked when they appeared. It was standard infiltration technique, your weakest jumper first, then your second strongest to do the pinpoint micro-jump, and finally, your best ready to flee if you came under fire. That last one had always been Isabella’s job. Three seconds and she could jump. That boon had saved their lives only once before their desperate fleeing from the Traclaon. The mission had been routine. Jump close to a hostile planet, dump stealth satellites, and then leave.
They had drawn fire almost instantly. It had been an absolutely deadly attack, a failure of intelligence that had them jumping in the sightline of probably the only weapon that could have threatened a quick recon mission like that. Within ten seconds of arriving, railgun pellets containing anti-matter that had been traveling at 0.6c was shooting toward them. Their alarm senses had rung, and Isabella had jumped, leaping them out of the system fifty-eight seconds after arriving. Most pilots took over two minutes to charge a ship, so without Isabella’s boon, they would have been finished.
Eric could still remember that flash of panic. Multiple alarms went off, touching the controls to work out what was happening, followed by the blissful jerk of reality distorting. It had taken them almost six minutes of picking over the data to figure out what had happened. He smiled, remembering the night that followed. Neither Issie nor Hari had been required to pay for a drink all night.
Reality distorted.
Almost immediately, acceleration kicked in and Toro got up to walk toward their destination. And wasn’t at all surprised when GIT’s very familiar energy flowed over him. Eric could feel his Soul Fire within him, and he wanted to test lighting it up. Create a conflagration throughout the ship and cripple the bastard, but that wasn’t part of the plan, so he resisted the temptation. 
He found the window and sighed in relief. They were back at 2142, which was where Fiona was going to be. It was only a matter of time before he discovered whether his ploy would work. 
Eric shut his eyes to a blaze of colors.
There was a pause as memories swirled around him. 
“Yes, sir. This is absolutely different.”
“He’s picking up the pilot.”
“Almost certainly, sir.”
“Then how long until he gets the beacon?”
“Sir, according to the timelines of your first life, it will be two days until Traitor GIT presents at the galactic staging ground.”
 He returned to the real world, eyes open, watching 2142. It wasn’t going closer. They were going to wait out here for the pilot to be delivered. While monitoring the station, he cultivated.
There was a ding. 
“What?” He sent the request internally to his soul processor with his mental clock telling him he had been sitting at the porthole for over an hour vacantly staring out the window.
Incoming ship.

That message had the effect of jolting him to full alertness. Within his soul space, trajectories were drawn and labelled. The station, their ship, and a smaller vessel that had just left on an intercepting course.
Ten minutes until intercept. 

Eric monitored it until there was another ding.
They were in range.
Find the occupant, he ordered his processor and relinquished full control to Soul Scouting. 
The shift of perspective was almost instant. He was looking down from the corner of the single open space within the approaching ship. Though as his senses registered the details, Eric realized calling it a ship was pushing poetic license. It wasn’t pressurized and lacked electronics and chemical rockets. In fact, it was only a facsimile of a ship. A metal shell that would protect the occupant from space dust and confuse any surveillance that relied only on the visual spectrum, which would see it as a far more complicated piece of equipment. Instead, it was completely disposable. 
Fiona sat strapped to a bench, looking bored and sick. Her face was terrible, thin diseased, and with open sores. His heart leaped in alarm before he conscientiously calmed it. Her appearance had to be part of a disguise. Still, it almost physically hurt seeing her like that. He wanted to gather her in his arms, forget about the mission, and nurse her back to health.










CHAPTER 70





VIA SOUL SCOUTING, he extended a thread to communicate and activated voice protocol. 
“Hey, bubs.”
Visually, she didn’t change. Her eyes didn’t even flicker as she stayed in her comatose state. “Hey, you too.”
“How hard was it to get this job?” Eric asked.
“Not as painful as you might have expected. The offer GIT made was like forty credits and a vague bonus if the deep jump was successful.”
Eric sent laughter down the link at that.
“What?” She forced her voice to sound defensive.
“The recruiter had a budget of two hundred.”
“OMG. I got screwed! I could have negotiated double, no triple doses of crySpace.”
“I’m afraid so.”
She chuckled through the voice link. It wasn’t as good as being with her when she laughed. But it was still nice. Especially when her acting slipped slightly, and the corner of her mouth turned up.
“Anyway, officially, he was offering peanuts. Zhong broke into the recruiter’s systems and saw that she only got four applications. I was second on the to-hire list, but luckily, the other guy overdosed yesterday and took himself out.”
Internally, he winced, worried that she would be upset about that. “Geez.”
“He was further down the crySpace cycle than I’m pretending to be. Zhong probably did him a favor.”
“I can’t believe the recruiter found someone worse than… What are you? Stage five crySpace addiction?” 
“It’s a big world. He was another drug head. Why did you want me here anyway?”
Back alone in his small cabin, Eric felt himself blush. “Initially, it was a whim, but Guidance has since confirmed that it was the right choice.”
“Really?”
“I still don’t know how to kill him and was hoping you could help.”
“How long do we have to plan?”
“A little over two days.”
“I assume you have a contingency plan.”
“Yes.”
“And you wanted me to see if there was a better solution?”
“Yes.”
“And what’s the fallback?”
“The White Sparrow goes big boom.”
“Presumably without us on it.”
“Correct.” She was getting close enough that the exterior sensors on the ship might sense the threads he was using.
Her entire vessel was an empty shell. In a standard ship, there would have been no danger, but because there was zero electromagnetic activity in the faux ship apart from Fiona’s nervous system, even his Soul Scouting’s almost invisible thread might have been picked up.
“I’m signing out. This close to the White Sparrow, even its bad scanners might catch me. Love you. Speak soon.”
He disconnected before she could respond, but he saw the widening of her eyes, and then he pulled his scouting back and retreated to his room. Then waited for Fiona to dock. 
The entire security team was waiting at the airlock. No guns, but the threat they represented was far higher than anything that mundane weapons could do. She would be guarded until GIT had confirmed exactly what she looked like.
Eric settled down to watch.
Fiona floated through the airlock, wobbling badly off course.
Ithiel’s lips turned down. “Grab her.”
Shrumpet was closest, and he saw her hand close on Fiona’s arm vise-like and jerked her to a halt. Fiona’s bottom lip trembled in response to the pain. Eric wanted to flatten them all.
Ithiel shook his head. “No need to be rough.”
“I know, boss.” Shrumpet’s expression was predatory. Her other hand lashed out and stabbed Fiona in the ribs. Drugged out or not, Fiona gasped and doubled over.
Ithiel snorted and made no move to stop the other woman.
Shrumpet stamped her foot, disappointment on her face. “Bah. No point. She didn’t feel it. That just then was only biological reflex.” She pulled down, and Fiona’s feet hit the surface, and then she floated up. “See, she’s too out of it to even use her magnetic boots.”
“She doesn’t have magnetic boots,” Ithiel muttered. “Her suit had two hours of air and that’s it. Hundred percent inert plastic.” Ithiel was pacing around her. “Let’s dump her in her room.”
Shrumpet jerked the limp form of Fiona forward violently.
“Shrump!”
“What, boss?”
“Leave her.”
“I want to.”
“I don’t care,” Ithiel ordered. “Not until after we’ve done our jump. Then we’ll discuss.”
“Can we at least take crySpace off her?”
Reality distorted.
Eric felt slightly nauseous, but the security team seemed unaffected. GIT had jumped the moment he had deemed Fiona to be safely captured.
Ithiel made eye contact with Shrumpet. “I imagine Greg will allow that once we’re past those alien arseholes. Until then, we treat her well in case they do some scan or interview bullshit.” 
“And when we’re past them, you’ll let me have her.”
“She’s a drug head,” Ithiel said dismissively. “If she’s no longer useful, she’s all yours. Look at her; she’s too addled to even move.”
Shrumpet wasn’t gentle as they dragged Fiona to Diane’s room and tossed her in. Shrumpet, when she released her, made Fiona spin through the air. Rotating with nauseous speed, Fiona hit the roof, grunted, and then tumbled back toward the three security guards. Ithiel’s stuck a foot out and used it to cancel the rotation and arrest Fiona’s momentum. She clutched a nearby chair leg, head down and refused to look up at the others.
They loomed over her. 
Shrumpet kicked an unresponsive leg. Fiona jerked but, because of the hold, didn’t float away. “She’s out of it. Do we really have to guard?”
Eric was impressed with Fiona’s acting. He knew she would have prepared for a variety of treatments, but maintaining an impression of a drugged state under this sort of punishment was impressive. 
“Captain’s orders,” Ithiel said. “Tobias, get her helmet off. It would be a shame to lose her because she suffocated in her suit.”
Tobias did as instructed, and when it was pulled off, the sores on Fiona’s face were revealed. Tobias peered curiously at them. “That’s advanced addiction.”
Eric was going to need to find out how she was doing this. How much act? How much was an actual drug-induced stupor? 
Ithiel nodded. “Shrumpet, she might not last long enough for you to enjoy.”
Fiona stirred and looked around groggily. Her head was still bald, but the distinctive tattoo that he had grown to appreciate while she acted as Sara was gone. Her eyes were orange, and her ears pierced with hoop rings, African tribal style. She smiled, and her teeth looked dirty, unclean, and with an orange tint the same as her eyes. 
She had obviously taken on someone’s identity. Somehow Zhong had found an Awakened with a high Jump skill who was addicted to crySpace and had a passing familiarity with Fiona’s features.
Ethically, replacing such a person was easy. CrySpace addiction in an Awakened only ever ended in one way. Fiona had filled the role perfectly. The sores looked genuine. She even had that wasted look that went hand in hand with the orange taint. He hoped she had lost weight with a crash diet instead of the more invasive surgical option that he had pursued. 
The security team rang her as she emerged from her stupor. Almost half an hour passed in awkward silence before GIT arrived, having recovered sufficiently from the jump sickness. He stood at the door looking down at Fiona, who was floating awkwardly, eyes shut with a disgusted frown on her face. 
Then authoritatively, he stepped forward, and then forcefully, with his thumb on one cheek and his fingers on the other one, he squeezed, forcing her teeth apart and pulling her in zero-gravity to his height.
Eric wanted to explode from his room and kill GIT and Shrumpet, but he forced his muscles not to react. His heart rate, however, rose despite his best effort, but he was pretty sure there was nothing in his room that could monitor that. To see that creature, that traitor touching Fiona with such disregard, made his blood boil. He had known intellectually that this was going to happen, but witnessing it was another matter.
“You got a jump of nineteen.”
Fiona nodded, and GIT let her go and, with distaste, brushed his hand on his suit like he was wiping off her germs. 
In his room, safely away, Eric almost overreacted again.
GIT frowned with revulsion. That emotion coming from a drunk felt unwarranted. “You’re not needed to do anything. You’re only on board for gov regs.”
“That’s the deal,” Fiona agreed, her voice sounding small. She licked her lips. “You said you had crySpace.” Her voice was almost pleading.
“Do we have to give it to her, boss?”
Ithiel elbowed Shrumpet to shut her up.
GIT chuckled but ignored the other woman. “That I did.” He held out a small packet filled with a white substance. 
Fiona smiled in glee. It was the sort of look that made people recoil. Dirty teeth and mad eyes. The fact that she was willing to fill this role for him was useful, but he didn’t know how she was acting the part so perfectly. She tried to grab the packet.
The captain was having none of that. With contemptuous ease, he pulled the packet out of her reach and grabbed her darting wrist with the other. “Girl, before I give you this, I want to clarify the rules.”
She nodded with big eyes.
“Stay in your room. I don’t know you. I don’t trust you. The bot,” GIT nodded toward his strange robot, “will be outside at all times. You’ve toilet, food, and–” He waved the small packet of crySpace. “Enough for a week. Then you’ll get your next dose.” 
“Five days,” Fiona said, her eyes transfixed on the packet while continually moisturizing her lips.
“What?” GIT asked puzzled.
“There’s only enough for five days.” 
GIT laughed. “Well, if you’re a good girl, you might get another hit earlier.” He dropped the packet and stalked away, with the security team following. Fiona cursed, struggling in zero-gravity to move. Her hand hit the roof, and then she rocked down to where the packet was now flying upward, having bounced. 
Shrumpet, who had watched, cackled in angry amusement before leaving and slamming the door shut. Fiona was locked in, and he contacted her immediately with the voice-to-voice protocol.
“As charming as you promised,” Fiona said lightly while pulling out a needle and preparing a dose of crySpace. “And yes, before you ask, I know I’m being spied on.”
“I wasn’t going to ask. Are you actually injecting that?”
“Of course,” she answered simply.
“Isn’t it–”
“Addictive. Not really. It was a risk, but I got an augment that deals with it.” 
“I didn’t know that existed.”
“Francis did. The sudden hit is still a problem, but I have chemical blockers that will neutralize the release of endorphins that limits the explosive high. Unfortunately, I’m going to have to pretend I’m getting high. Luckily, crySpace is a ‘curl into a dark corner and be happy’ type of drug rather than the ‘jump in a mosh-pit’ sort.” There was a long silence as she lined up the needle and injected herself. “I wish you were here.”
“I know what you mean. It’s maddening being so close and not being able to give you a hug.”
“But it’s nice to chat again.” She was looking at a random spot in the air. “I assume you’re directly in my eye line.”
“Yes.”
“My love,” she said out loud into the room, looking straight at where she knew his Soul Scouting was letting him watch from. 
His heart fluttered, and Eric knew she was addressing him even though GIT would have thought she was referring to the small packet she was holding up.
“I love you too,” Eric told her through the connection. “But that was naughty.”
He caught the small smile, but it was close enough to when the first rush of the drug would hit her that no one was going to notice. “Tell me what’s happening.”
“Sure, but make sure you don’t react.” 
He knew it was his imagination, but she seemed too still.
“Everything has changed, including my time boons.”
“What?” Her head snapped up despite the warning, but it was in the realms of a druggie’s nervous tic. Then she focused on the jump seat and latching herself in. “How do time boons change? You didn’t reach Evolved, did you? You couldn’t; there hasn’t been sufficient time.”
“No, and I don’t know.”
“How do you not know how something changes? You get prompts usually.”
Eric explained everything. 
Physically, she was pretending to be in a drugged stupor, but her data voice was as expressive as ever. “Voidest. And I’m physically locked in this room as well.”
“Yeah, given how they’ve treated me, it wasn’t a surprise.” 
“A paranoid shit,” Fiona agreed. “And according to the quest, you’ve nothing to do apart from moving the beacon?”
“Yes.”
“The time boon changes are trippy. And yes, the joke was intended. I’m well aware of what crySpace is supposed to do.” 
“Is it doing it?”
“Somewhat.”
His surprise leaked out. “Really?”
“The augment is slow-acting. The suppression of endorphins stops psychological addiction, but most chemical reactions go through untouched, so I definitely get impacted for the first half an hour.”
“That’s harsh.” 
“Yes,” she answered. “I missed chatting so much.” A tear was running down her cheek. “And the emotions are only partially crySpace.”
“Me too. Can you think of anything different we can do to kill GIT apart from the contingency?” 
“I have a few ideas,” she admitted. “None good, but tell me yours.” 
He explained, and although she was pretending to sleep, he saw her frown of annoyance.
“Difficult,” she concluded finally. “Your timing needs to be exceptional to pull that off.”
“Not as much as you think. GIT is going to be incapable of doing anything for an hour.”
“But the other three are completely loyal.”
“Yeah. He hasn’t done any piracy since I’ve been on board, but he has in the past.”
“Physically, I’m a six,” she said indignantly. “And Blade fourteen. What are they?”
“Stronger,” he admitted. “Not with body but the rest.” 
“What are the numbers?”
Eric sent the key information across. 
Ithiel

Blade 29, Armor 27, Agility 5, Strength 6

Shrumpet

Blade 18, Armor 23, Agility 5, Strength 5

Tobias

Blade 21, Armor 20, Agility 4, Strength 5

There was a noticeable pause. “Their souls are stronger. My physical augment is better, but not to the level of taking on three of them at once. Especially with the soul disadvantage.”
“You have your Craauacklas boon that almost gets you on a par with Shrump and Tobias.”
“I’m aware, but that still doesn’t quite close the gap. My effective Blade, even with the boon, is only seventeen. With the shield reflect, I’m kind of on a level with them.” She didn’t sound convinced.
“Skill makes a big difference.”
“I’m not you, bubs.”
Eric hesitated. “But your traits and boons–”
“Are not sufficient to fight the three of them at once. One versus one, I would give myself favoritism versus everyone but Ithiel. I wonder if that Soul Fire can help to assassinate GIT?” 
Internally, Eric laughed at that thought and sent it down the line via the voice communication. “Just imagine filling up his jump room with Soul Fire.”
“That’s what I was thinking.”
“I need line of sight to use the flame boon currently.”
“If you micro-jump into the corner, create a single large shield to stop the initial response, and then unleash?”
“It won’t kill him instantly,” Eric observed. “It might not kill him at all.”
“And he’s too strong for you to win a soul Blade fight. Can we do something with the kinetic push?” Fiona asked, changing tack.
“Might make him angry, but it’s not going to kill him.”
“But if you use it to set off one of his own booby traps?”
“Hacking thread would be more useful for that, but hand holds that can interact with chips twenty meters away are hardly unknown technology. GIT has to have contingencies, such as don’t do friendly fire.”
“True.” 
“And GIT is paranoid enough that if someone tried that, he has probably rigged the entire ship outside of his jump area to be blown to bits.”
“We’re using your contingency. The update to move the beacon supports that. I’m not needed for that.” Her voice went light and playful. “Why on earth would you want me on board?” 
“Where are going with this?” Eric asked suspiciously.
“The only reason I can think of is that you want to get me into a position where you’re literally the only other human in the solar system. I think you’re probably hoping that if that’s the case, I’ll feel obliged to do naughty stuff to allow us to propagate humans.”
“It was a masterful plan that has unfortunately been revealed prematurely.” 
Through the electronic communication, he could hear her laughing. It was wonderful. “Well. When I examined the evidence, that was the inescapable conclusion.”
“My methods worked in HC#001 when there were lots of other humans around. In our very own solar system, how could it possibly fail? It is the perfect plan. Even when you know it, there is no way to avoid it.” 
The chuckle came through to him soft, welcoming, and so very Fiona. In his bed, Eric swallowed.
“Listen, I’ll try to think of a different solution, but I’m sort of drawing a blank here. Guidance wanted me here, and my current theory is that’s why I might be useless on this ship; I won’t be in HC#004.” She paused, and through Soul Scouting, he saw a secret smile. “Even if it’s only to remind you that you’re not some special chosen one or some flight of fancy like that.”
“There’s no need to worry about that. I’m aware I’m only a cog in the machine.”
She chuckled. 
“What are you doing for the next four days anyway?”
“I’m not confined to my cabin like you, but I might as well be. The only thing I can do is cultivate and chat. That’s better than the last month.”
“For me too.” There was a pause. “It’s unfair that you get to watch me, and I don’t get to watch you.”
“Not my problem. You just need to get better traits.”
“Or you can share?” He could almost hear the begging hopeful tone in her voice.
“I can’t share my traits.”
“Not what I meant.”
He scratched his head. “I know what you meant.”
“So?”
“No.”
“If you can look at me constantly, I should be able to look at you constantly. It’s only fair.”
“No.”
“I will wear fewer clothes.”
“What? GIT’s probably spying on you.”
“Who gives a voidest about him? Plus, who the hell would bother spying on a Cry head? Do we have a deal?”
She unzipped her one-piece suit slightly, making it look like the uncoordinated move of someone high on drugs.
“That’s unfair. Why do you want to spy on me?” Eric tried. “I’ll just be lying on the bed not doing much.”
“Because I want to and because this way it’s fair. It’s not like I’m doing anything different.”
“Voidest, I think you’ve got me. I don’t think I can win this argument.”
Loud laughter came through the link. “Bubs? Got you? The moment I thought about the idea, we both knew I was going to get it.”
“True.”
With a thought, he gave orders to his processor. Soul Scouting would spend a third of its time under the control of each of them independently with the rest keeping watch on everyone else in the ship. The data link would allow Fiona to have an admittedly low pixilation video streamed to her.
In her room, he watched the smile light up her face as she pretended to shift uncomfortably.
“The smile was for you.”
It made it all worthwhile.
“You look so grumpy,” Fiona complained abruptly. The comment made him smile. “That’s better. You’re much more handsome when you’re smiling.”
“Void help me.” 
And with her chuckling in his ears, he focused on his cultivation, determined to make the most of every minute he had; like always, if he could improve himself, then that’s what he did.










CHAPTER 71





“ERIC?”
He almost jumped at the question, having briefly forgotten with the Soul Scouting link that Fiona could contact him whenever she wished.
“These people are not very nice, are they?”
Eric laughed. “They’re different from what I expected. GIT is still evil, but he’s a smaller man than I expected. Sad and broken. We thought Tobias was the second worst of them, and he forced Shrumpet to do stuff, but it’s the other way around. Shrumpet’s the psycho.”
“That’s what I’ve concluded,” Fiona told him.
“Tobias and Ithiel, being better than predicted, doesn’t stop them from being dangerous.”
“Of course. I’ve noticed. GIT’s about to do a jump. Do you know why?”
Eric absently checked the time. “Yes, I do. GIT’s going to pick up the beacon and a one-use booster to get back to Earth.” 
“That’s what you need to put in the life pod.”
“Only the beacon. The booster definitely won’t fit.”
There was a thoughtful pause. “Then how are going to get home?”
Eric laughed even as he noted GIT’s soul energy roll over him. “The old-fashioned way.”
“Which is?”
“Scavenging a booster or getting strong enough to not need it.”
“You mean I might be stuck with you for years? The horror.”
“Don’t stress. We can live on different planets if necessary.”
“Nope, that’s not happening. You’re going to owe me so many breakfasts in bed in payment for stranding me in a desolate alien landscape.”
“It’s not desolate.”
“I’m sure some of it is.”
There was absolutely nothing he could say to dispute. The information on HC#004 had been limited, but he had seen pictures of large airless space stations so broken that almost every room was exposed to the void. It would be difficult to describe them as anything but desolate. “You’re right.”
“Of course I am, and I heard the hesitation then. You need to get used to saying it.” She laughed delightedly, and then reality distorted.
Eric immediately got up to find the relevant porthole. 
There was a bunch of laser-based communications between GIT and the station that they hung over, and then nothing. It was another variation. Last time, GIT had gone to the station and spent a night drinking in a bar. Everyone, including Toro, had accompanied them and at the end of the night, GIT and Diane had even stopped Ithiel from starting one of his usual fights. 
This time, they remained distanced and didn’t bother closing in to the other facility. Eric returned to his room. Hours passed, and then minutes after the crates got loaded during his first time, Soul Scouting found something. There were two crates drifting through the void toward them. 
The entire security team scrambled into space suits. Internal airlock doors got clicked shut, and Eric watched in fascination as the team space walked to bring the crates into the cargo hold. Of course, he knew these sorts of maneuvers were technically possible, but he was surprised to see it used here.
GIT was really that rattled about Diane’s death that he was actively limiting options for his unknown enemy to infiltrate them.
“Eric?”
“Yes, bubs.”
“Check GIT.”
Soul Scouting was instantly looking over GIT’s shoulder. 
Ithiel was on the screen. “Do you want me to open them?”
“You said the credentials were intact and the tamper-proof seals?”
“Yes.”
“Check anyway.”
“For goodness’ sake, Greg, there is no way they’ve got the clout to contaminate deep jump kits.” 
“Break it open and scan. We’ll jump when you are done.”
Curiously, Eric watched the security team open up the crate. All they did was crack the seals, and then prod around on the inside of the crates while they used a low scale electromagnetic pulse that would kill most bugs but would not affect the technology of the beacon or the booster.
“It’s done, Greg.” Ithiel rolled his eyes. “Clean.”
Almost immediately, GIT started spreading his soul. Five minutes later, reality distorted, and they were in the safe space of the galactic hub. Eric’s plan from this point onward was a simple move beacon, then after the jump, flee with Fiona into the life pod.
Within four hours, this was going to be over. 
“Wish me luck,” he said over their permanent link.
“Go get them, Mr. Reborn. I have faith in you.”
“The all mighty reborn who’s off to do manual cargo handling.”
“No, it’s a magnificent heist under the eyes of a notorious traitor to humanity.”
“I’m moving slabs of metal from one spot to another.”
Fiona laughed. “I don’t care what you want to call it, but your window to move just opened.”
With a curse, he stopped his cultivation and jumped off the bed. His host of drones, charged and ready, started up around him. He wrestled his heavy cabin door open, and then hurried down the corridor, using a mixture of walking and hopping to take advantage of the zero-G. He knew that both his processor and Fiona’s were keeping track of everyone else on the ship, but he was still worried about getting caught. As irrational as that was, every click as the metallic boots made contact with the floor caused him to jump slightly.
He reached the first heavy internal door. At least they were no longer locking them. He forced it open using all of his strength, and then swept through before closing it quietly after him. He was a lot safer now that he had left the general living spaces.
Security didn’t stir, and he made it to the cargo hold easily. Eric was once more impressed with Soul Scouting. He could remember the last times he had done stuff like this. Moving around an enemy base or ship. The ever-present fear that bad luck would get you. No amount of planning could stop random events like someone eating something bad at lunch and going to the toilet early. His trait allowed him to avoid those risks. It was incredible. 
He reached the storeroom, and like everywhere in the ship, it was secured by mechanical locks. These particular ones included an old-fashioned metal key, but Eric had cracked that issue in the first week. A fat locker drone toddled over to him, and he opened the storage compartment to grab the dual keys that sat within it.
Mechanical locks were fine and were in this day and age effective, providing you limited high-tech specialized robbery robots. That was something that GIT had done effectively with stopping Eric from ordering the quality of drones that he was after. The locks worked because very few people ever expected doors to be secured in this fashion. A complicated encrypted electronic lock was the standard defense. Eric might have lacked a robbery robot, but he possessed something almost as useful. His trait had let him physically examine the lock from a thousand different angles, and then, after a step into Meditative Perfect Recall, where the AI had easily constructed a virtual lock, Eric had the schematic of the keys. Then he just had to print the two keys in six parts with one printed every few days to hide its purpose, and he was done. Those sections had clicked together to form a single whole. Both of the printed keys went into the locks, and then he turned it like he had seen Tobias do.
There were clicks, and then he shoved the heavy bolts aside. Eric then pushed his shoulder against the door and pushed with all of his might and the door squeaked open. 
If all went to plan, within a week, this stupid weakness that he’d been forced to live with since being reborn would be purged. HC#004 possessed uncommon physical augments and potentially even a rare one. While theoretically there was a chance of getting a rare rated physical augment on HC#004, Eric didn’t think it was likely. It was possible because humanity had never possessed sufficient visibility into the system to have confirmed that quality of augment either way, but unlikely. It was unlikely. Physical augments were far rarer than sensory ones, or those that created effects outside the body. They were also not as powerful, whereby a rare shield augment was guaranteed to be six times more potent than the best common version. The same could not be said for physical augments where rare could be as little as three times better than the best common.
There wouldn’t be any rare upgrades, Eric decided after a moment of thought. Those hadn’t been found until Adepts were doing the jump into the unknown, and that was almost a hundred years away.
The door to the storeroom slid open, and everything looked exactly like he was expecting. 
A variety of mechanical parts were haphazardly stacked, though micro mesh had been cast over them to keep them in place. There was the battered old life pod that was Fiona’s and his escape vessel and the large crates that contained the beacon and booster components, respectively. They were physically clamped to the decking.
Eric frowned while looking around once more. He had known, but it was infuriating that there wasn’t a working power suit. Regulations for the last thirty years had written them in as required across every one of Sol’s jurisdictions. But GIT had never cared much about that stuff and vice versa, the governments actively ignored a minnow on the very edge of legitimacy especially given his effective negative profitability. Someone else working for nothing for the good of rich; that was something that could be ignored.
With one power suit shifting, the beacon parts would have been incredibly easy and probably matter of half an hour. Instead, he was going to have to do it with his army of cheaply constructed drones and his own limited strength.
He sort of wanted to go get Fiona, break her out early, but it was too dangerous. GIT had his spy equipment in place and while he had smuggled on visual strips that he could use to circumvent those cameras he wasn’t sure how long the monitoring AI would be fooled for. A minor air bubble in the strip would create sufficient distortion for the AI to work out that something was going wrong. 
He would not risk the careful plan that they had put together to speed up the physical labor of moving the crates.
The drones went to work, swarming over the crate to break it open. The box with the beacon was the size of a shipping container or, in more common talk, one and a half standard living space. It was bulky, and it wasn’t a simple matter to break into. 
Once it was open, things would not improve. Most pieces would be too large for Eric to shift easily, and they wouldn’t fit into the life pod in any case. Instead, he would only shift the vital bits of machinery across which mainly comprised the control modules. 
His army went to work, and until his limited strength was needed, Eric began working on a contingency in case something went wrong. When behind enemy lines, the basic rule was to always establish a plausible explanation for your presence.
If you were caught in an enemy control room dressed up in heat-suppressing bio suits, they were going to know you were not supposed to be there, and then because you were in their stronghold, that meant you were probably in a fair bit of trouble. Alternatively, if you were caught with a tool case and a forged ID of a highly specialized Awakened
electrical engineer, there would be doubts. You could bluff successfully, or even if the attempt failed, the act of engaging with them would usually create enough time for you to either strike back or, more commonly, give your extraction team the opportunity to get into position to help you.
Like Sergeant Major Bollard used to say, ‘Forget common sense and rely on spy sense.’ The guy was a corny creep, but staying true to the tricks of his trade was important. Eric had been taught that over and over again, and spy sense told him to create this contingency. Best case was that it wasn’t needed, and he spent half an hour doing this instead of cultivating. Eric began gathering junk together and started assembling it into a pattern that was in line with the mad tinkerer image he had foisted on the rest of the crew. They had seen him create his small army of crappy drones, and as far as they were concerned, it was what he did for fun. He wanted to present the same image here, so he piled the materials up already, knowing that there were not enough functioning components to make anything useful, but he could certainly make it look like he was a long way along that path.
He shifted through the junk. There was a lucky find of a pile of different-sized hydraulic parts, six electronic motors, and then started laying them out in a loose pattern, because if you squinted, it looked like a robot or maybe a mech suit.
Clang. 
When he looked up, the side of the first box had been opened. 
Eric immediately went to study it.
Meditative Perfect Recall meant that he knew what the boxes contained. The AI had already created a road map covering exactly what he had to do. Given that the crate was almost ten times the volume of the life pod, they were only taking critical items.
While he could not see it, he knew his processor and the AI from Meditative Perfect Recall were communicating with each other and the drone army and organizing everything. The processor created a visual overlay, which mimicked what he had used when asteroid mining.
Green lines appeared, highlighting places for him to cut. His soul Blade lashed out with precise cuts to break down larger pieces into chunks that he and the drones could then move. Things were not easy. He had to make additional cuts to allow them to move around large chunks of unwanted metal to give access to the ones they were after. It might have been zero-G, but that didn’t make it easy. You could move something incredibly heavy by pushing hard for an extended period, and it would slowly pick up speed. But if was wedged in and you couldn’t get the right angle or if friction was against you, then sometimes objects were almost as hard to shift in zero-G as they were in gravity. That was what he ran into because some components in the crate weighed over a ton.
Still, according to the calculations they had run, this transfer was eminently possible. It would take the greater part of two hours, which would get him back into his cabin well before GIT fired up for the last major jump. The machines went to work using the modified mining programs. Hydraulics pushed, suction caps attached drones, and one of the flying ones was linked with a wire rope and started climbing fast before being jerked to a stop to help pieces of metal, but that didn’t matter. This was zero-G. That steady, continuous force would shift the three-hundred-kilogram piece of metal, eventually.
It was an orchestrated chaos of initially ponderously slow masses of technology. It didn’t feel dangerous, but if a chunk traveling at a walking pace caught you against a wall, it was going to hurt and hurt badly. In some ways, it was easier to get crushed in zero-G than in artificial gravity; at least when there was gravity, you only had to look up in zero-G the threat could come from any direction. One of those pieces that was being moved at a walking pace toward the pod was equivalent to a hard object dropping from one meter. If you had ever dropped a brick onto your toe and you can imagine multiplying that by one hundred times, that was what it would feel like if any of those floating objects rammed and pinned you against a wall. Eric could imagine that vividly, so he kept a close eye on everything happening around him.
Metal shifted, and with Eric straining his muscles, the first small piece was loosened and secured to his tortoise drone. Named not because it looked like the animal but because it was slow and dependable.
“Go, bubs, go!” Fiona yelled cheerfully. 
There was no security, so he waved at her like she was in front of him. 
“No score; I was to your right.”
“At least you know I didn’t cheat by checking first.”
The mining program started flashing again. He moved to the tortoise and bent his knees and back. He strained and shifted the first control unit up and into the life pod. The drone retreated, having done its job of slowing the piece down before it collided with the life pod and instead left it resting at exactly the right spot to make Eric’s pushing easy.
“Yay! The reborn’s not a cheat.”
“This lack of equipment is killing me.”
“It’s character-building.”
“Then why don’t you come and help.”
Fiona laughed at him. “Because if I did, your character would remain unbuilt.”
“Go away.”
When he got back to the crate, a second piece was waiting for him, and then he fell into a routine. At any point in time, over five chunks were en route to the pod. Eric’s job was the pulling them out of the crate and the final bit of slotting them into the life pod. 
Ultimately, this was GIT’s fault. If he wasn’t so paranoid, then Eric would have been able to find an easier way to kill the prick. 
He used his sleeve to wipe the sweat away. This was hard work. Once more, he bent down, being careful of his posture to lever out a frequency rod this time. As he was lifting it, a different chunk slid toward him.
His little finger was in the way.
He saw red as pain pulsed from the part.
The drone army reorganized. The hydraulic wedges went to work to free his finger. It proved unnecessary as the chunk bounced.
Eric waved his hand in the air, and then examined the damage. The fingernail had an actual dint in it, and it throbbed like anything.
“Ouch.”
“Fiona, I can make my own exclamations of pain.”
“But you didn’t.” 
“It was internal.”
“Well, next time, out loud. For the viewers.”
“You sound like you’re enjoying this.”
“Maybe I am, maybe I’m not.”
She went silent, even as his healing boon kept washing through his body. It was continually fixing the minor tears his strenuous activity was causing, but there was no time to slow and do it more carefully.
Eric had been going for an hour, and it was time to close up the side of the crate he had been working on. To get more control modules, he was going to have to come in from a different angle. Lending his muscles to the effort, he strained with his robot army to shift the heavy plastic and lifted it until it clicked into place ready to be secured. The one thing that his myriad of cheap robots were good for was having the right tool for the job. With a whizzing sound, the large screws were driven into place, and when Eric stepped back, except for the sweat mark that he had imparted when he had been lifting, the entire crate looked completely undisturbed. 
Eric glanced back around. Half of his drones had taken the brief break while they shifted sides to the opposite side of the crate to continue building the parody of a new robot. Some of them had even started soldering the joints to create an exoskeleton. Part of him thought about the conservation of resources, but he stopped himself. He knew that the drones would have sufficient energy to get back to his cabin. The AI would have ensured that, and if they stopped working after that, it didn’t matter. Their job would be done.
The mining program, together with the intelligence from Meditative Perfect Recall, beeped to instruct him to go to the other side of the crate. When he got there, the heavy plastic side was loose and ready to come down. He pulled it down gently and it slid down into the position, and Eric only arrested its momentum a moment before it hit the ground. Just like on the other side, he made the precise cuts the program demanded even while drones swarmed, and he clunked around with his magnetic boots. 
Once this side was processed, they were done. At that point, they would have transferred thirty percent of the total number of control units into the life pod and it would be near capacity. While they could technically fit another ten percent into the pod, actually getting to that would require them to delve deep within the crate and while zero-gravity made this effort possible, it was still dangerous. He shivered when he thought about working in those conditions. A few miscalculations and a ton of metal could squish him. 
Two more pieces and they could shut it up.
“Eric!” Fiona screamed in his head. “They’re doing a sweep. Ithiel’s doing a soul sweep.”
His mind froze for a moment, but his hacking threads didn’t hesitate. His host of drones went from being instructed to extract the final pieces to switching to the emergency close-up routines.
“How long?” Eric asked once his brain unfroze.
There was no escaping a soul sweep. The process was identical to a Soul Jump where you infused your soul throughout the structure, and just like a Soul Jump, you would feel when you passed over each and every soul on the vessel. You couldn’t jump at the end of the sweep because you lacked a crystal for navigation, but you would definitely discover if there were stowaways, which was why Ithiel was using it. 
“You won’t get back to your cabin,” Fiona summarized in an instant down their mind link. “In your current location, you have four minutes and, of course, less if you move more centrally.”
If he couldn’t reach his cabin, that left Eric with two options. He might go out in the corridors and find a porthole and pretend to be star gazing. It was sort of within character for him, but the deception would collapse pretty quickly if his enemies were at all observant. Body heat was a thing, and it would give him away. If he went now, by the time they reached him, they would be able to see he hadn’t been on that spot for over five minutes, and even a perfunctory investigation would discover what he had done in this cargo room.
He looked down at himself. Sweat had gone through his one suit. They would either think he had the soul virus or question what he had been doing. All roads led to discovery, and it wasn’t like GIT didn’t know when he had left his cabin. If they were looking, residual body heat would track his movements or lack of them. Eric glanced at the partially assembled humanoid robot and decided. 
It was communicated to his processor, and the mining program kicked into action. 
Carefully, he slowed the large chunks of metal within the crate then helped shut it. His processor showed the pod would be closed in time. He rushed over to his construction project. He needed to make it look realistic. The five drones with soldering capabilities were going crazy, generating so much heat as possible around his ridiculous creation. Eric dutifully started connecting pieces together.
It was only a matter of waiting. 
“Any time now,” Fiona announced to him.
Eric double-checked. The crate and the life pod were both shut and looking undisturbed. The rest of the drones came over to him. Hopefully, none had been spotted by the wave. He put the approaching doom out of his mind and focused on building his robot. The more progress, the better.
A voidest sweep undoing his carefully laid plans.
The timing was horrific. Twenty minutes later, and he would have been fine.
And an hour earlier, you would have been more screwed, the logical part of his brain reminded him. Despite everything, this result wasn’t all bad. 
Eric felt the soul energy move across his foot and it wasn’t a soul he recognized but he would from now on. Of course, Ithiel, a security guy, would have developed this capability. It was almost the perfect method to catch a stowaway. Unless they were in a soul cage, they would be discovered, and if you owned the ship, it was easy enough to ensure that there were no soul materials large enough to hide a body, and then you were completely safe. 
“It should have hit you by now,” Fiona, through the Soul Scouting link, told him quietly.
“It’s passed.”
As he said that, the drones zoomed back to the crate to finish tightening the screws. While sensing inanimate objects when you were extending the soul was difficult, it wasn’t impossible. Drones moving while your soul was going past them was something that even inexperienced operatives might spot, so to play it safe, he had called them all back to him. Now that they were within the bubble, they could move without risk and so they traveled to the crate in order to drill in the last screws.  
“You decided to bluff?”
“Too many story inconsistencies if I go elsewhere. Too much chance any lie I told would be instantly seen through.” 
The ridiculously half built robot lay there, and he got out his own handheld arc welder to add to the mess of heat signatures and went to work. Almost by rote, he stopped when the mining program flashed and rubbed soot on his face.
Everything to help sell the illusion.
The soul sweep was finished. Ithiel was yelling into his screen, and both Shrumpet and Tobias were moving.
The die had been cast. All he could do was wait and hope he hadn’t made a fatal mistake.










CHAPTER 72





IN THE CORRIDORS OUTSIDE, Eric could hear the closest set of internal doors being opened.
Now,
he ordered, and the six drones still fixing the crate came zooming back.
Two screws hadn’t been reinserted, but there was no time to finish them. Plus, Eric was more than willing to gamble that Tobias and Shrumpet would not notice. They were not the smartest cogheads on a battle cruiser. 
Ithiel was a different matter, but he was keeled over in his room with jump exhaustion. The fact that there had been no physical jump didn’t lessen the impact when he canceled it. 
The door to the storeroom banged open. 
Eric jumped up and looked up guiltily as Tobias and Shrumpet, followed immediately by the distinctive shape of one of GIT’s special robots, stalked into the room.
“Well, well, well, what do we have here?” Shrumpet asked excitedly.
“Umm… I…”
Eric had deliberately moved himself into a position to half hide what he was building, but both thugs split up and walked around him to get a clear view of it. Even GIT’s robot changed trajectory to check it out. 
Tobias burst out laughing when he saw what Eric had been creating. “What the voidest, man?”
Shrumpet only scowled. “What you doing in here, cabin boy?”
“I was making a power robot.”
She stalked over, and then kicked the half built lower leg construction. Pieces of legs clattered away. “You ain’t answering the question, kid.”
“That’s what I was doing.” Eric’s voice rose in pitch as he cowered away from the woman.
It wasn’t an act. Shrumpet was dangerous, and in a straight-out fight, despite all of his tricks, Eric knew he would lose. She was a five physically versus his one. Eric had nothing apart from flimsy robots that, even if they got a hit in, would only delay her, not stop. 
“You know you ain’t allowed in here.”
“I’ve been stuck on board for like a week. I was bored and this will be good. The captain’s going to love it.”
“I say we just string him up.” Shrumpet looked over at Tobias. 
He glanced at that strange robot that GIT sent around the ship to do his bidding. “That ain’t our orders.”
“Cap won’t mind.”
“He will and you know it, Shrump. Plus, I enjoy eating real food.”
“It’s fixed now. Don’t need the kid anymore.”
“And you and I both know it’ll be broken in a couple of months. We’re keeping him.”
Eric sighed in relief.
Shrumpet licked her lips and pulled out a knife. Eric, sitting on his bum, instinctively retreated backward using his arms as feet and stumbled into a central part of the construction’s chest. Pain reflexes made him kick out, and he floated off the ground.
His foot got down in time and the magnetic boot stabilized him.
Shrumpet laughed.
“Shrump, enough. He’s crew, and that means he’s off limits.”
“He broke the rules; now he’s on limits.” She tossed the knife from hand to hand. “I’m within my rights.”
Tobias glanced once more pointedly at the robot. “Captain’s going to know what’s happened. You really want to disobey his order and Ithiel’s?”
“Fine. Will you prevent me from processing him too?”
“Nope,” Tobias said with a smirk.
Shrumpet smiled, and then almost faster than Eric could react, she closed a small amount of distance between them and grabbed him by his ear.
He squealed in pain as she twisted her wrist and forced his nose almost to the ground.
“You’re not supposed to be in here, kid.”
“Shrump, easy. Toro’s going to be servicing the food dispensary. You never piss off your cook.”
“Don’t worry yourself, Tobi. By the time we’ve finished our little chat, the kid will jump suitless out the airlock if I tell him.”
Eric let out an involuntary scream as she twisted harder.
There was a rumble of wheels moving and with his Soul Scouting, he saw out of the corner of his eye, GIT’s robot rolled forward.
Shrumpet noticed it, too The pressure on his ears relaxed slightly, and then she insistently tugged him up with it, forcing him to his feet.
“See, he’s fine,” she said to the robot. 
“Do you need me to come?” Fiona asked. Her voice was professional, but he could hear the tension behind it.
“No. I’m not in imminent danger.”
The robot had moved to within two meters of them.
“Shrump, maybe I should process the boy.”
Shrumpet licked her lips. “That might be a good idea.”
Eric’s ear was released. She leaned into him. “You might have some of the captain’s favor at the moment, but it won’t last. When he gets bored, you know he’ll give you to me.”
“Stop scaring him,” Tobias said, sounding annoyed suddenly.
Then, with a firm hand, Eric found himself escorted. He had been expected to be taken to his room and locked in, but they deviated, and Tobias opened up a room that had remained locked since he had been here. According to the floor plans, it was a generic storage room, but its practical purpose was quite different. Down one side, it had multiple sets of chains that were clearly used for transporting human stock.
Tobias clipped the chains onto him. “I like stuff working, so you take the time to consider what you’re going to say when the captain has his chat. You didn’t see this.” Tobias’s eyes jerked toward the chains. “You weren’t hurt by Shrump. You understand?”
“Yes.”
“I expect the captain will see you after he’s made the jump, so you should have a couple of hours to think this through. Also, pray for him to have a successful jump, otherwise, he’s going to be in a bad mood, and then Shrump might get you.”
Eric shuddered to act the part of the cowered. Internally, Eric’s disgust toward Tobias returned. The man might have a veneer of civility, but he hadn’t been at all concerned at the prospect of Shrump getting him.
“Don’t make a disgrace of yourself. You piss or shit, I’ll let Shrump incentivize you to clean it up with your tongue.”
Eric nodded with his best neutral field expression.
“Charming,” Fiona said in his ear.
Tobias walked away, and the door slammed shut.
“No liquid metal, ten centimeters thick; you should be able to bust your way out no problem.”
“Yep, I can see that,” Eric agreed.
“We’re almost in a better position because you’re closer to me now.”
Eric chuckled, making no sounds out loud. “That could have gone better.”
“Have they ever run that sort of sweep before?”
“No,” Eric answered. “That’s the first time.”
“It could have been a lot worse then. At least you had that mock construction positioned to hide your actions.” 
“Absolutely, and the life pod is as good as packed. I was only going to put two extra control units in, and they were only redundancies.” 
“Do you think we’ll be able to get back to Earth after?”
“Yeah, of course. The beacon is only required for Earth to find HC#004 again. Returning to Earth just involves one of us getting our jump to mid-Adept.”
She laughed shakily. “Is that all?”
“Nah, nowhere near that height. Low thirties should do it.”
“That’s like twenty years.”
“There might be shortcuts,” Eric told her. “Plus, think of all the quality time we’ll get.”
She chuckled. Eric wasn’t sure how to interpret that.
“Don’t pout,” Fiona told him, her laughter getting louder. “It doesn’t suit you. Plus, I know you’ve got a plan, and it won’t be that long.”
“What, now you don’t want to spend twenty years with me?”
“I don’t want to suffer two decades without a kitchen or a functional shower.”
“Good point.”
“More seriously, what do we do?” she asked.
“Wait.” Eric attempted to sit down, but the chains were not long enough. He cursed. “Bastards did that deliberately.”
“Having observed the five of them for a week, I definitely agree.”
Eric glanced at the door. There was no viewing window. “Do you think I’d get away with cutting them?”
“No.”
“Not worth it,” Eric agreed after a moment of thought.
“Yep, you’ll probably have to wait until just before GIT jumps,” Fiona suggested. “I don’t think we should risk anyone working out that you’ve got a soul Blade before we’re ready to act. If they do, they won’t ask questions or keep you for Shrump to play with.”
Eric pulled futilely at the chains. No matter how he shifted, it was uncomfortable. “Voidest. I’m cultivating to distract myself.”
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STANDING AWKWARDLY and chained to the wall, he chattered on and off with Fiona while he focused on his cultivation. Having her so close yet so far away was annoying, but at least they could talk.
“Two minutes now,” Eric whispered.
“I’m nervous.” 
“So am I. I’m worried that the jump will miss.” 
“That’s what you’re troubled about? Not the need to save me? Then get us to the life pod before the others react. You’re concerned that your meddling might have an economic impact?”
“The timing of this jump might perfectly align to my first timeline, but lots of other things had changed. It will be embarrassing if this was all for nothing and I’ve wasted all this effort when I should have just put some anti-matter rounds into him when he was docked. I’ve spent a month being treated as shit. I just got locked in a brig for no reason. I’m going to be mightily annoyed if it was pointless.”
“At least you didn’t have to get hooked on crySpace.”
“Yeah, you might have it the worst. Doesn’t make it any less annoying.” 
“To be honest,” she said more quietly than usual, “since I’ve been on board, all he has done is drink, eat, and piss. How can this idiot of a captain end up as one of the most infamous people ever?”
Mentally, he shrugged. “I don’t know. Luck and also the type of people doing deep jumps sort of guaranteed someone would do a GIT, eventually.”
“It still creeps me out. The captain I’ve been watching becoming the most despised man ever is like one of those tin foil hat people through a series of unfortunate events instead of making a hand radio end up with a nuclear bomb.”
Eric chuckled. “Sometimes you have an amazing way with words.”
“I do?” She sounded too excited and pleased with that compliment. It was because she was young. Only twenty-one, he could feel his worry about being a breaker rising once more, but he had promised her not to use it as an excuse.
Eric felt when her connection with him drop, and he knew exactly what it meant. GIT was starting his jump.
Hands went to the heavy collar on his neck, and then he focused. A soul Blade appeared that was pressed flat against his skin and radiated outwards. It was six centimeters long and three wide, and he reiterated the same process on the left side. The cuts were perfect, but that large metal collar had been split into two halves. To confirm success, he leant forward slightly, and he felt the two chunks separate.
Good, he thought, with both hands still in place to stop anything from falling. He repeated the process with the wrist manacles.
That small burst of energy was almost too much use. It was only a brief use of his soul Blade, but being generated in nonstandard formats in unusual spots resulted in a slight strain.
That was the extent of the preparation he could do until they jumped.
He waited.
A moment later, far faster than Ithiel’s security sweep had occurred, GIT’s soul energy swept over the top of him.
Eric knew he was still limited in the use of his soul powers or the captain might notice, but they were committed to the jump now, which meant he had more freedom. Carefully, Eric sank down to the ground. The link on his neck was dislodged, and cautiously, he removed them and pressed them firmly against the wall, ensuring there was no movement that would make them clang when they hit other chains. Then he stood, now only constrained by the manacles on his feet. 
Soul Scouting had already confirmed the door was locked, as signified by the red patch on the outer side. Eric rehearsed what to do. Two cuts to open released his legs, then push off to the door and slide a Blade through the locking mechanism.
His blood was pounding. Nervous energy thrummed through him.
The moment reality distorted, the timer would start. Every second loss could lead to humanity’s extinction. The threats on this ship could crush him and Fiona. She could probably fight one of them to a standstill, but there were four Evolved cultivators with high body augmentations. The longer the fight went, the more likely failure became. 
When GIT jumped, Eric would escape and then fly to Fiona’s room. The doors were not locked from the outside. Open one and have his drone put a film on the camera. Cross the room and kill GIT’s robot, then release Fiona while sending two more drones to get in and deactivate the cameras. Eric didn’t know whether it would work, but at this point, attempting to block the sight of the cameras could only help them. 
Then together he and Fiona would sprint for the life pod and the first in would jump them out.
Then boom!
Everything depended on what the security team was doing. If they stayed in their quarters, they could be out of the ship without a moment of danger. 
Eric breathed in and out, subconsciously bouncing on the balls of his feet. Soul Scouting had the others in their rooms if they remained there. 
He had already stashed space suits in the pod. If they had time, they would use them before Jumping, but if they were hot, they would have gamble on the life pod being space worthy. Though even if it depressurized, there was a good chance that they would get them on in time. 
Reality distorted.
His fist was positioned and first left hand then right soul Blade flashed into existence. There was a slight sting of pain as in his haste he clipped skin, but it was less than paper cut. He drew blood with every cut, but that was expected. When he had freed his neck and arms, the Blade had appeared against the skin, meaning there was no chance of an accidental wound. This time, to reduce the soul strain, he used a Blade gripped in his fist, so there was room to cut himself if his strike were not perfect. Given that speed mattered, he bled.
Adrenaline rushed through him, but he forced himself to wait an agonizing second as he flicked the two halves of the chain off. Then he sprang forward at the door. The metal was freed enough so that it didn’t trip him, but one of the heavy pieces of metal knocked his ankle. 
His gait transformed to have a limp, but he kicked off the floor with his good leg. Zero-gravity let him cross the distance with a single jump, and when he landed, his mag boots gave him stability. He brought his fist flashing downwards on the flat of the metal. An eight-centimeter Blade as thin as he could make it blinked to existence. It was like the one Ithiel had shown him and one he had practiced in secret. 
Soul Blades didn’t break, so in the vast majority of cases, width was wasteful. Then the instant it passed through the lock put his shoulder against the door, relying on his magnetic boots to hold him in position. 
For a moment, it didn’t move, and he was worried that somehow this was one of the liquid metal doors. Then, with a groan, it opened. 
Fiona was right.
This room was better for this than his cabin. The entrance to her rooms or prison, depending on how you wanted to frame it, was down the corridor on the other side. 
Once more, with his good leg, Eric pushed off, confident that the AI in the background was flicking through the five hostiles on the vessel and ensuring he would not be surprised.
He blinked to a kaleidoscope of colors to create the time to check on their physical locations.
GIT looked like he was knocked out, drooling in his jump chair. 
Ithiel was awake and moving in his room. 
Shrumpet and Tobias were together playing cards.
Omeka was in the sensor room, waiting patiently for the results of the jump. That was interesting. She hadn’t seemed like the type to show that level of initiative or to be curious about whether their jump was historically significant.
For now, he was safe, so he looked out at Fiona’s door, measured the angle and kicked off the door frame. His ankle protested, but once he was airborne, it was fine. A clang echoed as his magnetic boots brought him to a halt. Eric forcefully yanked open the manual lock. It hadn’t been designed to be heavy, but he was weaker than anyone else on the ship and took an agonizing second, utilizing all the leverage he could for the handle to shift.
Then the tension vanished, the lever moved, and he opened the door. Drones zipped past overhead to blind the cameras. The robot turned to look at him.
“Delivery,” Eric told it.
Then he used his Temporal Bubble active skill and propelled himself toward the robot. The cutting blade wasn’t spinning, but those two metallic hands came up to stop him, but they were too slow. The robots had two major control chips. They were deliberately placed in defensive positions, but not obvious ones. The first was in the middle of one of its legs the second in its side six centimeters underneath the metallic armor. His program showed exactly where to hit.
Eric’s right hand punched toward the side of the robot, and if you didn’t know the location of the control chip, you would never have struck. His soul Blade grew, and then plunged in like a sword into water. Hot Craauacklas flames blazed on the outer side and Eric rotated the Blade to make sure he shredded all the surrounding area which, in turn, ensured that the flames would melt the chip.
Then his left hand punched at the leg, and he did the same attack.
A metal hand grabbed a shoulder as he twisted. He jerked instantly to a stop. He went to swing the other arm to cut the robot’s appendage off, but its second hand captured his wrist.
Voidest.
Effortlessly, its metal hands tightened, and he was pinned, unable to move his arms effectively to counterattack. Then there was a whirling sound, and the hands relaxed. One arm dropped off him completely and the light in the robot’s helmet went out.
Too close,
he thought while forcefully opening the hands the rest of the way in order to wriggle his way free.
When Eric looked up, his drone had taped the video feed, and he prepared to launch toward the second door and release Fiona.
“Problem,” Fiona said quietly, and he instantly shut his eyes and stoically endured the wave of light.
Feet on the concrete pillar, the AI showed what had alarmed Fiona.
Ithiel had stood up and was walking toward his cabin door. His steps had purpose, and Eric knew he was on his way somewhere. That meant he would emerge into the corridor with a clear view of the door he had just opened to Fiona’s rooms. He wouldn’t miss that it was open and Ithiel would know instantly something was wrong.
If that happened, everything was going to fall to pieces. With a curse at his luck, Eric changed his approach. Before freeing Fiona, he needed to shut the outer door to delay the time it would take Ithiel to notice the problem.
He opened his eyes in the real world with a plan. His feet kicked off the dead robot and pushed himself at the open door. Even as he flew, Eric took a moment to pull one sleeve over his hand. His soul Blade flashed, and he had separated a chunk of fabric. It would be enough to foil the locking mechanism. He hit the door frame with boots locking in place. One hand grabbed the still opening door and starting closing it while the second stuffed the fabric into the lock. The door started to shut.
Eric held his position for a moment, and then it shut fully without the telltale snick of the locking mechanism being activated.
He sighed in relief. To casual observation, this would look closed. Now he had to free Fiona as soon as possible. Eric rushed toward the second door and went to work. This time, when he got the lock open, it swung open before he even pulled on it as Fiona pushed from the inside. Though the push only had a little force, he realized the problem the instant he saw her. She didn’t have any magnetic boots, which made applying leverage in zero-G difficult unless you could brace your foot against something and there was nothing suitable near the door. 
His drones negated the cameras, and he put a finger on his lips. Ithiel had left his room and was in the corridor. Eric could almost see the other man processing what he was seeing. Fiona’s doors were shut, but Eric’s cell, even though he had tried to shut it cleanly without a functioning latch, had bounced slightly, leaving an obvious edge to reveal that it was open.
Ithiel knew Eric had escaped or would in a moment. 
Take my shoes.

Text to text communication was by far the fastest way of communication, and he saw Fiona think for an instant, and then nod. Eric already almost had one of his shoes off while he knew his feet were larger than hers, but standard space shoes were adjustable across a huge number of sizes.
Bubs, in the coming battle, electronically attack their shoes.

Eric read her message.
Leave it to me.

There wasn’t a single type of space shoes, but nearly all of them had variable electromagnets that used an intuitive system to predict what you wanted. Basically, they could see where nearby metal was based on the magnetic field distortion, and then internally, a variety of calculations factoring in things like relative velocity and the impact of sheer forces on human legs. Most were incredibly advanced and designed to improve the space-walk experience. A standard feature Eric liked was one that used variable magnetic fields to cushion landings. They could make it feel like you were walking on foam instead of metal. Other useful features were ‘extended grab,’ where if you were airborne, you could point your toes down and the magnetic field would ramp to maximum power in order to bring yourself back to the surface.
Unfortunately, the designers of the boots had understood the risk of such a vital item being hacked and they had tried to harden them. All but the cheapest had electronics, which didn’t work like the traditional setup where a program was loaded onto a configurable chip; instead, the instructions were hard-coded into the makeup of the chip. Basically, there was no option to re-program unless you physically replaced the circuit boards. If there were unexpected surges of electromagnetic forces within the hardened circuits themselves, then the entire functionality was shut down.
He blinked and colors smashed into him and disorientated him, even though he had experienced the effect tens of thousands of times by now. He hit the concrete hard and shapes swam across his vision.
“Quit it,” he growled, and his physical symptoms vanished like they had never been present.
A giant boot was right in front of him with the pointless outer covering stripped away to show stylized circuits.
“What am I looking at?”
“The standard AI program in your processor was tasked with mapping electronic systems. Ithiel’s boots, when he wasn’t in the cabin or sleeping, were mapped by Soul Scouting. That hologram is the schematic of the relevant systems.”
“You know I can’t read this.”
There was polite laughter. “Three remote attacks are possible.” 
A screen appeared with the information already displayed. 
 
	Overload boots: Intuitive response functionality removed for two seconds. Boot defaults to applying ~ 1000 N pressure at all time.
	Power rush: Engage full power for 0.2seconds to generate approximately ~5000N of force. After this period, the boot will go into an overloaded state. 
	Instability: Toe magnetic exerts negative force of ~500N for 0.1 seconds. Repeatable every 0.3 seconds.

Eric skimmed the information. “Translate 1000N.”
“Effectively, that’s the force of a hundred-kilogram person’s full weight at one G, sir.”
“So none of this is powerful versus someone with strength above five.”
“Intended as a distraction, sir.”
“Good point. Definitely better than nothing.”
“Yes, sir.”
He returned to the real world and Fiona had her second boot on.
Wish me luck.
Then she was off. She sprinted past him, pushed the door open with her shoulder and burst out into the corridor. With nothing having been said, he knew she had decided to kill Ithiel as quickly as possible. If they hit him two on one and eliminated him, then hopefully, they could get away before Tobias and Shrumpet responded, or failing that, hope that they could ambush those two one at a time. In a series of one versus one fights, Fiona might triumph. It was the two on one situation that gave Eric nightmares or two on two, though adding him to the equation didn’t change the odds by much. 
If they came together, then Eric’s best hope would be to convince them both that he was the reborn, which sounded ridiculous when he thought about it. He gave that almost zero probability, but maybe if Guidance stirred. 
By the time he reached the corridor, Fiona and Ithiel were already fighting.
Boots. He watched Ithiel carefully, and just as he was about to push off his right foot, Eric triggered Power Rush in the shoe.
For a moment, his feet gripped the ground with over five times the force that Ithiel expected. He stumbled at the surprise difficulty, and instead of attacking, his one-meter-long soul Blade was thrust through the floor as he tried to keep his balance. Full-body armor surrounded Ithiel, and to let himself possibly contribute to the fight, Eric started his active Temporal Bubble skill. Instantly, he was moving twice as fast once more, which let him follow the battle, albeit only barely.
Ithiel’s thew himself airborne, leaping up to the roof to change the angle. 
Eric used Flaming Joy, encasing the other man in flames infused with Soul Fire. The boon was only at seven. He didn’t have unlimited flames, but they were hot, and they washed over Ithiel’s armor, starting at the knees and going to the man’s waist. Unexpectedly, the flames continued to burn, and he saw flickering light extend from the waist, which was the edge of Eric’s control to his shoulder. 
Ithiel blanched, and a look of pain registered on his face, but that failed to distract him. His feet hit the roof, and he jack-knifed straight back at Fiona. His sword led his charge. 
Fiona didn’t have the raw strength to challenge him, but stupidity was something she worked with happily. A small plate of Soul Armor formed over her heart, and the tip of Ithiel’s Blade slammed into it. The collision pushed her back, but providing the Blade didn’t land, the clash was in her favor. Even as his Blade hit her Armor, Fiona’s own weapon, which was far smaller than Ithiel’s, came in from the side and pushed his point away from her and against the frictionless surface and the extra leverage Fiona possessed because of the shorter weapon the Blade moved away from her heart.
Together with that collision, there was a flash on the other man’s armor as her flame reflection went into action. Eric had sort of expected that reflection to hit simultaneously over the enemy’s entire body, but instead, it was apparent that Fiona could direct the counterstrike because it slipped through the gap in Ithiel’s full-body armor, that Eric’s Soul Flame had apparently opened.
For a fraction of an instant, a long fiery Blade pressed into the other man’s arm. There was a brief spurt of blood before Soul Armor formed under Ithiel’s skin to stop the phantom Blade from taking off the entire arm.
The Blade aimed for Fiona’s heart was pushed fully to the side and the boon’s reflection vanished, leaving cauterized flesh and sooty black marks burned into the skin. 
Then Ithiel’s body slammed into Fiona’s. He could not see the finer details of the brief wrestle, but he was sure that Fiona made the most of the contact even as she was propelled down the corridor by the collision. She would be dragging her Blade across his shield, doing maximum damage for the time of the collision. 
They were beyond Eric. Ithiel pushed and Fiona was thrown away from him and toward the cargo hold they were aiming for. Eric pulled himself along, figuring that without boots he was almost silent even as he flexed his mind once more and encased Ithiel in another wave of Soul Fire.
This time, unfortunately, no secondary flames erupted. With Soul Scouting, he absently pushed Fiona down to the ground to give her back agency over her movements. For a brief moment, she had been floating free and helpless. When her feet touched the floor, she sprang forward as Ithiel engaged once more.
Just before he reached her, Ithiel faltered mid-swing, and Eric, almost directly behind him, felt the echoes of the Cower wash over him. She avoided the disrupted slash and ran her Blade across the other man’s chest. 
Soul Scouting was pushing Eric in the back, accelerating him faster than what using only his arms in this state could do. The trait had helped when fighting in gravity, but within free fall, it was even more lethal. 
The two fighters in front of him separated and Eric unleashed Soul Fire once more. This time, there was a rush of flames from the middle back up to the right shoulder. He was now traveling faster than the other two and Fiona saw him and lunged to engage Ithiel, forcing him to focus exclusively on her, and then Eric slammed into Ithiel’s back, his clenched fists with three finger-length claws radiating out of them hitting the exposed shoulder. The fiery claws went in and his fist hit skin, and he pulled down, twisting as he did to maximize the damage. 
Soul Fire danced on the Blades, then Ithiel’s armor bubbled out wards, forcing his hand away and his Blades failed, but the reaction was slow and there was a spout of blood from the shredded wound.
Ithiel’s speed advantage had him moving right at the limit of what Eric could track, and he saw the other man spinning on the spot to respond to whatever had hit him from behind. Because of the active skill, his mind was processing things twice as fast as normal, and even so, he only saw the flicker of movement out of the corner of his eyes–an almost translucent Blade arcing for his neck. 
He flinched away from it, a push from Soul Scouting completely changed his motion, and then the armor snapped into position. Instead of the Blade decapitating him, the blow missed. It struck the side of his head over his ear and was reflected by the scrap of armor that had slipped into place. He could feel his soul straining, so he let himself be pushed away, deciding that it was probably time for him to be more cautious. Ripples were going through Ithiel’s Armor, indicating it was close to the verge of collapse and Fiona should be able to finish this by herself.
Ithiel’s eyes focused on Eric. Confusion and disbelief were reflected in them as he saw the helpless Toro in the corridor fighting him. Then a Blade with fire crackling on its edges punched through Ithiel’s chest, and then raced upward in an arc that took it from the center of the chest out to the edge of the neck into a hard right that decapitated the other man.
With Soul Scouting, Eric didn’t hesitate. A hard push and the head with a dangling section of neck was dislodged from the body.
Fiona looked horrified. But there was no time for that. It wasn’t her first kill, but it was her first using a soul Blade.
He blinked and colors hit him and his feet landed on hard concrete.
Four still images were presented to him.
Tobias and Shrumpet had both reacted. The cards they were playing were going flying despite their magnetic nature because of how fast the two of them were moving. 
A single label was attached to them.
Twenty seconds.

Then there was GIT struggling out of his chair. Awake, no longer drooling. His eyes focused on blaring alarms in front of him.
Sixty-eight seconds.

Then GIT’s two defensive robots were both moving.
They both had response times in the fifties.
“Tobias and Shrumpet?” Eric asked tiredly.
“Yes, sir.”
“Do I need to fight?”
“No.” 
He opened his eyes to the real world. His threads were already engaging, radiating out to do whatever he could to delay.
His drone army was sent to harass. The lights above them turned off, which would hopefully delay the two of them, and a single drone spun into position with its torch providing lighting.
He had a standard thread extended to Fiona, and he used it immediately.
Get to the life pod.
Then, in the time it would have taken for a secondary blink, that brief flash of horror he had seen vanished from her face as she compartmentalized her emotions grabbed him and tossed him hard toward the first door they needed to get through. A door that had been partially opened by one of his wedge robots but unfortunately not fully. 
A Soul Scouting push to the side, then front, and he crashed next to the door instead of into it, which meant he didn’t undo the hard work of his drone. Judiciously applied armor stopped bones from being broken as the momentum was directed throughout his entire body as opposed to on one spot, and then as he momentum of the collision took him backward he grabbed the edge of the opening door which served two purposes. First, it prevented him from bouncing back and second it opened the heavy door.
Despite everything, the breath was blasted out of him, and then Fiona was there. She grabbed him with one hand and dragged him forward as she ran, the magnetic boots giving her traction.
Soon I’ll be stronger than you.
Fiona distractedly chuckled.
Not yet.
She leaped upward, pushing them both off the ground, and then she ricocheted off a wall, angling their bodies so they flew through the now open door into the cargo hold. The drones he had left here had done their job perfectly. Fiona held him tightly. As they careered toward the crate, she rotated her position and bent her knees, and then pushed off to redirect them to aim directly for the visible life pod entrance. 
Thank god for his army of useless drones. They had proven their value both with the cargo door and here with the life pod. Absently, a push through Soul Scouting redirected their momentum slightly. 
18 seconds, he told Fiona. 
Her response came back immediately. I’m jumping. 
They were through the open doors of the pod and they both used the armor trick to come to a stop. The entire pod rocked because of the transfer of energy. Fiona hit the button to force the doors shut and Eric scrambled to position the first helmet over her head.
There was no guarantee that the life pod wouldn’t vent the atmosphere when they jumped into space, so his first task was to get their helmets on while she prepared to jump. 
Around him, he could feel Fiona’s soul expanding. The life pod was a tiny space. Eric estimated how long it would take her. Twenty seconds? Maybe? Too long, the other two would reach them before they jumped. The life pod door was mostly shut that would protect them briefly, but if they used their soul Blades, then there was no chance that the life pod could remain pressurized if they hacked out a Tobias-sized door.
Fiona’s hands were abruptly helping him put her own helmet on and so Eric switched to his.
His processor chimed.
Shrumpet took the wrong turn. 16 seconds + 5

He sent the information straight to Fiona.
I’ll jump when they reach the door.
Eric smiled at that statement. It sounded like a sensible decision, but it was bravado. He knew that she basically meant she was jumping the instant she had extended her power over the entire pod. Eric’s helmet clicked into place and Fiona’s was already sealed. Even if the pod failed and vented air, they would survive. With his active skill still speeding him up, he focused on crawling into his suit.
Shrumpet and Tobias found Ithiel. They paused for a fraction of a moment.
6 seconds + 2 until contact

Then his drones slammed into them. Soul Blades flashed.
“Toro,” Shrumpet snarled.
6 seconds + 2 to contact

Eric smiled. His drone army had saved them by delaying the two of them for a few moments. 
I’m ready,
Fiona informed him. Bubs, are we in HC#004?
Horror ran through Eric. 
I don’t know. I didn’t check.
Through his visor, he saw Fiona smile at him. Pure trust, love and acceptance, and then with Soul Scouting, they saw Shrumpet’s anger over her face running toward the still open cargo door with Tobias right behind her. She was only a second away.
I guess it’s too late to stay? Fiona asked rhetorically.
I suspect so.
Shrumpet grabbed hold of the doorway and pulled herself in to stop, and then redirected her eyes, searching for them. Her eyes lasered into where they sat in the life pod. “I’m goi–”
I’m triggering the anti-matter.
Shrumpet’s feet hit the door, and like someone in the pool, she bent knees, pushed off the edge, and rocketed toward them. In her leading hand was a massive soul Blade that was as long as a traditional sword.
She and she alone he had no compunctions killing. She had no redeeming features. GIT, despite everything, was a sad drunk who did what he did because he felt the world was out to get him. Omeka was perpetually bitter because she couldn’t Awaken her soul but not malicious. Tobias, if he didn’t inexplicably love Shrumpet, might even have not been graded as a psychopath.
It was usually easy to find something positive or redeeming in someone. She was the exception. Shrumpet was broken.
Eric reached out to the one thing he had brought onto the vessel that differed from what Toro had taken in his first timeline. He used a tiny bit of flame to degrade the seal that had been sealing in the anti-matter.
No matter what happens, bubs, I love you,
Fiona told him.
Reality distorted.
They were elsewhere in a metallic pod with a small ring of windows and it was pressurized. There was no noticeable acceleration, which meant if there was a leak, it was tiny.
“No leak,” Fiona said, only slightly muffled by the helmets as she was examining the readout. They looked out the small observation windows. Where was the sun? There were many distant stars, but not the one they were looking for. “No sun.”
Panic filled him, and then with Soul Scouting, he popped outside their craft and searched the surroundings.
“Sun! Directly below us,” he told her, looking down at the floor.
His heart was beating. It might not be HC#004, but it was a world, and given that a human had deep jumped to it, there would be a technology base to help them.
“Thank god,” he whispered, and then he remembered where they had come from. “How far did you jump?”
“Thirty light seconds.”
She pointed out the right window, and Soul Scouting was instantly looking in that direction with a thread between him and Fiona, giving them both perfect vision, which was a sharp contrast to what they got through the dirty windows. Fiona sent him coordinates, and the video they were sharing shifted to bring the point into the center of the screen. A counter appeared at the same time, which was the theoretical point that light from the ship they had just left should reach them. 
“Five seconds extra,” Eric told her. From the instant that he triggered the material to the explosion was somewhere between four and seven seconds.
They both focused. What would happen if their bomb failed to go off? Fiona squeezed his hand. 
There was an abrupt flash of light.
“Yes!” Eric yelled and Fiona laughed in joy next to him. 
“We did it.”
The detonation was a long way away, but it was so bright that they still saw it. The White Sparrow was gone, but why did Eric feel so troubled? It was Guidance, he realized. It wasn’t stirring as such, but it felt… what was the right word… Nervous… worried… concerned. Emotions that didn’t belong to it.
“What’s wrong?”
Eric touched his chest in concern. “I feel like something went wrong.”
“It worked,” Fiona said. “And given the amount of anti-matter you smuggled in, there’s no way it survived. It’s not like anti-matter can only partially explode. That tin can has been reduced to a rapidly expanding cloud of molten atoms.”
Eric shook his head, denying the comment. The science was correct. There was no way the ship could have withstood that sort of explosion going off near its center. Even if fragments of the ship’s initial structure survived, it would be different for biological life, as complicated as a human or a cockroach. Multicellular organisms would have no chance. They would be flash-heated to probably thousands of degrees and vaporized.
Yet… what he was feeling in the pit of his soul where the boon existed revealed the truth.
“Something is wrong,” Eric whispered.
The emotions changed that edge of helplessness being replaced by anger. It hadn’t moved, but he was shrinking away internally.
Then the tension cracked.
Guidance stirred.
And he knew. He wasn’t precisely sure what he knew, but it was terrible.










CHAPTER 74





ERIC COULD FEEL
Guidance awakening and all those small ripples that he had observed became screaming warnings.
His mind raced, and a thought occurred to him. Those new active skills that he had acquired. That conversation GIT had after Diane’s death. His gut told him there was more to them than he realized. He didn’t know what had gone wrong, but something had.
Guidance stood, and it was angry. Not annoyed; it was way past that. It was a ball of fury, like exploding stars level of violence. Or maybe a more extreme event would capture its mood better. Something like clashing black holes or entire galaxies colliding together.
It was there too outraged to move.
Bigger,
the thought shivered through him.
It was more furious than that. Eric imagined one of those supermassive black holes that sat in the center of galaxies. What Guidance was feeling was like two of those directly colliding where the relative velocity of each was near the speed of light. That type of anger. An energy release that could sterilize not only the local galaxy but the entire nearby cluster of them. An explosion that would pop stars hundreds and millions of light years away and it was in the life pod with him.
His heart rate jumped to two hundred fifty beats per minute, and he half-expected to burst.
Guidance was apocalyptic, and the anger wasn’t directed at them. 
It wasn’t directed at him, and that was probably the only reason why he didn’t pop into a bloody mess. It was worse than when Taavaewa was talking to him and asking him to choose who was going to be the reborn.
The only thing stopping his simple brain from disintegrating was the basic fact that the fury wasn’t being aimed at him. 
It was focused elsewhere. 
That thing that lived within him was thinking, and it was like it was reaching out, testing, tasting, and confirming facts it had no right to have access to. It crossed the hundred million light years between him and Earth, but that was nothing. Simultaneously, it was also dipping into streams of time. His teeth ached, and he could taste blood. 
It found something. He was a mouse, no, an ant, no, a microbe, but he sensed the switch that occurred. That sigh of understanding when it resolved the problem.
Then it was looking at him.
Fiona, next to him, squeaked.
His mouth was dry or soaked in blood, or both.
It studied him. 
Unbidden, a groan escaped his mouth, and he wished he could bring it back. He didn’t want to draw its ire.
Fiona had his hand in a death grip. 
Then it decided. Its presence reached into him with restrained violence. It changed something in him, adding quests or altering them. It was almost a familiar feeling. That was better than he had feared, but it didn’t go to sleep.
It was still awake, focusing on him, and then it moved to claim him. 
No.
There was nowhere to run, and its claws, talons, pinchers grabbed hold of him and tossed him back in time. 
Eric’s teeth, for some reason, ached as he sat on the fancy but only slightly comfortable leather seats. Niko smiled smugly at the other team in the seats across from them. The guy was a genius shooter, but his arrogance was worse than the augmented pros. Then again, it wasn’t like it was misplaced. 
Especially for the coming match.
With a clinical eye, Eric examined the opposing team. Once they were crushed, then his team would go pro. He would be known after this! His fan base would explode. He was so excited.
In a typical tournament, the final showdown would be a danger match. The bunch of teenagers across from them were the worst type of opponent. Moderately skilled but with connections to the movers and shakers in HC#062. It was why they had made it this far. Elisa’s dad owned HCInteractive and the favorable run her team had gotten throughout the tournament reflected that. Nothing he could prove, but all the near pro teams had known. It was clear that his side of the draw had contained the seven of the top nine teams, and while they had faced hard team after team, Elisa’s group had been fighting opponents that might have been space beacons and she had gotten favorable maps on top of that. Then in the semis… Eric would eat his own shoes if her opponents MissileTines hadn’t deliberately lost the match. 
There would be a twist in the coming fight. Eric’s guess was that the organizers would do a best of seven, probably a Base Assault Challenge. Then all they had to was bias the maps. When his team was attacking, use a map that favored the defense. It would be a map that his mum could defend against all comers. The maps were technically balanced, but not for the elite pro-level. There were eight maps that could give Elisa’s team at least a forty percent advantage, and he knew she was going to get every one of them. The organizers who were trying to help her win had just as much knowledge as he did.
Not that her cheating would matter. There was a reason Niko was smiling so smugly, and so he should. They had gotten to the finals without using their trump card. A synergy between their classes meant the disadvantages of positioning wouldn’t matter. They had seven inferior skills across their characters, which were all huge negatives on the optimal build unless they were used together.
Self-homing guaranteed kill shots that could be used every two minutes after a thirty-second channel time. It was absolutely broken and miraculous that it had slipped through into the released game and remained undiscovered. But he guessed the four-team format wasn’t popular and only fools gimped the usual modes of play for an advantage in team matches.
Elisa caught Niko’s eyes. “Not sure why you’re looking so confident.”
“Because we’re the better team,” Niko answered, but thankfully, didn’t elaborate.
“Not according to the standings.” Elisa grinned, and the table snapped up on the main screen in everyone’s eyes. 
Elisa’s Bandits - 56 wins, 4 losses

Tornadoes - 56 wins, 13 losses

Niko burst out laughing. “And who exactly did you beat? One half-decent team who would all lose their jobs if they beat you because your dad’s their boss.”
“Random draw,” Elisa said primly.
“Bullshit,” Phillippus coughed into his hands. 
“Are you accusing the organizers of being cheats?” Her voice was now dangerous.
“Who, me?” Phillippus asked innocently. “I just had something stuck in my throat.”
“It’ll all be decided shortly.”
“You’ve got no chance,” Niko told her, and Eric wanted to kick him to shut up.
“I’m a rose.
Of course I’m going to win.”
“With the amount of cosmic surgery you’ve had, you better look good.”
“Niko,” Eric snapped at him, sliding in the leather seat to kick the other man lightly. “That was uncalled for. Apologize.”
“Sorry, Elisa. You are definitely a rose.” The insincerity hung there.
“You’re an arse and deserve everything you’re going to get.”
“What are you going to do? Sic your daddy’s corporate thugs on us?”
Eric kicked him again. “Shut up, Niko.”
“Listen to your boss,” Elisa taunted. “Without Eric, you wouldn’t have gotten this far.”
Niko’s face went red. 
Eric jumped off the couch and got a firm hand on the other man’s shoulder. “She’s just trying to get under your skin.” The tension under his hands faded. 
“I know.”
Elisa waved at them. Niko glowered back, but something had switched. It was all back to being an act for the younger man. Eric let go, the doors opened, and they got paraded in front of a screaming crowd. 
Niko nudged him. “Better get used to this when we’re pro. This is going to happen everywhere.”
He laughed, but didn’t really believe it. While this was the closest he had ever gotten, he still wasn’t there yet, and he knew shit happened in this business.
“Okay, okay.” The organizer of the tournament raised his hands into the air. Everyone quieted down. “This is very exciting, but I’ve got amazing news.” There was a drum roll. “The final is going to be played with the new expansion.”
“What?” Niko said. 
Phillippus caught Eric’s eyes with an angry shake of his head. The announcement was still continuing, but he could feel his stomach dropping. 
The fix was in. 
“It’s called Rose’s Thorns, and to make it even for everyone and to ensure true skill shines, each team will run mirror teams with the four new characters.”
Elisa’s smile was predatory. She winked at Niko.
“They’ve played the expansion already,” Phillippus whispered.
“She called herself a rose,” Niko grated out. “They’re cheating.”
Eric looked across at the fourth member of their team, Louisa, with a helpless expression. 
“This is a new expansion. There have been no public demos, and no professionals have played it. What we’re going to see is the outcome of pure skill. Elisa Bandits, the undisputed best team of the competition with just four losses against the Tornadoes, who dominated early in the tournament, and then got through by their fingernails in the later stages with numerous hard-fought match after match.”
“The cheating bastards,” Niko hissed.
“So blatant,” Phillippus said. “Can’t we protest?”
“They won’t let us,” Eric said in a hollow voice. 
“And now for the showdown we’ve all been waiting for,” the announcer screamed. “Tornadoes versus Elisa’s Bandits.”
The familiar full immersion gaming rigs came up out of the floor and Eric started attaching it to himself. While he worked, Eric’s lawyer bot contacted him insistently.
“What?”
You have a binding non-disparage clause. The organization has a right to edit and strip you of prize money if you break something.
“They cheated.”
There is no public evidence to support that allegation, and if you air it, you will be breach of your contract.
“I know,” Eric hissed through his teeth.
How could they possibly win this? Not only did their opponents know the maps they would fight on, they knew the classes, and if it was an expansion, the physics of the game might even have been altered.
His team was better than Elisa’s and probably could have overcome one of those disadvantages, but all three?
No chance.
He wasn’t going pro. Niko would attempt to whistle-blow and Phillippus would back him up. They would be blacklisted, and their four-person group was going to be torn to bits. 
Unfair.
His eyes watered, but he suppressed the helpless anger. The rules had changed. Yes, it shafted him, but there was nothing to do but accept it. 
Eric came to with aching teeth, and all he could think about were those last thoughts he had before the match. Rules changed, he understood it back then, but how could that happen in reality? 
The only thing going right in his life was that Guidance had gone back to sleep. But his teeth…
A groan escaped from him, and Fiona’s hands tightened on his. By the way it hurt, he might have bruised bones from her death grip.
“What’s happening?”
“Guidance,” he answered before even blanching slightly at saying its name. That memory it had given him… but before that, the rage… the…
The dread inside of him increased.
How could rules be changed?
He wasn’t playing a game or contest.
The very concept made no sense, but Guidance had consistently used his past to provide guidance for the present. That was one of the primary functions of the boon. The memory he had lived through was fresh, and he could still feel that moment when he realized he had been screwed over. When Elisa’s powerful dad had changed the rules to ensure his daughter won. The rich and powerful doing what they did best.
The hopelessness and the conviction that protest was futile.
That experience was relevant for now.
He repeated that in his head.
That experience was relevant for now.
He knew his quests had been altered and that they would probably answer his question, and that information was a blink away.
“What happened?” Fiona said.
“I don’t know. Yet,” he corrected hurriedly when she went to say something, “it made me relive part of my past.”
“I’m sorry,” Fiona said after he shared those moments with her. She knew how they affected him.
“It’s okay. It wasn’t as bad as some others.” Eric lapsed into silence.
“What was it?”
Eric hesitated, trying to find the words to explain what he dreaded. “It was from a time I got screwed over because the powers-that-be changed the rules.”
There was a thoughtful silence. “Has Francis betrayed us?” 
Briefly, he was surprised by her mind going there, but while Zhong had more personal power, a rogue Francis was definitely a larger concern. Eric remembered what it had been doing. It had looked at Earth and interacted with the past or the future. Then he remembered this thing that might as well be considered a god had also bound Francis. He was pretty sure the man could not betray him. “No, I don’t think that’s the scale we’re talking about.”
Fiona said nothing next to him for a while. “That’s ominous. Is GIT dead?”
Eric was startled at that question. “Of course, we blew him up.” Then his brain caught up about when Guidance had reacted, and then earlier that strange reaction with GIT had touched him the first time. 
He shut his eyes and barely noticed the greens and aqua colors as they sped past him.
Then he stood on a concrete pillar and the screen he had been expecting to display everything wasn’t visible. The pillar was bare, even the soul boon terminal had vanished. Below him, the seas of memories also seemed muted. The waves rolled in but with a more solemn air than usual.
“What’s happening?”
“Sir, I wanted to say something before you checked the changes.”
“I’m listening.”
“I need to be careful with my words. This has happened before when there was no Guidance to help.” They both felt the boon stir, and they were silent for a moment. “The reborn failed.”
“God, no.”
“Sir. When he failed, there was no Guidance to help.”
“How’s that supposed to matter? That I have psycho to share this with me?”
There was a long silence. “Sir, it is many things, but it shares the same aim as you.”
“Does it?”
“I believe so, sir, and if it doesn’t, you lost before you started.”
Eric laughed hollowly. “Is that supposed to make me feel voidest better?”
“Yes.”
Tears ran down his cheeks. He remembered that moment when it felt like the Universe was going to crack because it was so angry. That was expected to comfort him.
“Well, it doesn’t.” Even when he said it, Eric knew it wasn’t true.
Guidance was on his side, and while it terrified him like a sheep trussed up in front of a dragon would feel, Eric knew its very presence inspired him and gave him hope. With it helping him, his impossible task seemed manageable.
“All you have to do is to be worthy.”
Eric laughed hysterically, and the AI said nothing, waiting for a full minute until the fit passed. 
“You might not care, sir, but I have faith in you. I think you’ll succeed.”
Eric sucked in his breath. He wasn’t an ostrich, a moonie or a cogwell. He would not refuse to face a hard truth. “What do I need to know?”
“Would you like to see quest 1?”
“Yes.”
Quest #1 - Traitor GIT

Rating: Very Hard

Step 1. Kill Traitor GIT

Engineer, an opportunity for Fiona Wey to join the White Sparrow for its jump to HC#004 - Complete

Prepare the life pod with the beacon components - Complete.

Kill Traitor GIT - Incomplete. 

Rewards: 50 soul boon upgrade points (40 bonus to counter outside interference)

This may not be refused

Step 2. Return Anonymously to HC#001

Rewards: Continued Life

Step 3. Claim HC#004 for humans

Rewards: 100 soul boon upgrade points

Eric let the words hit him as his mind parsed through it to pull out the important things.
Step 1 was marked as incomplete, which meant that Traitor GIT was alive. 
How?
Somehow, he had survived the equivalent of a nuclear missile going off in his face. That was no surprise—most high-level cultivators could do that, as soul always beat mundane—but GIT had been exhausted after the Soul Jump, and the anti-matter-driven explosion was instant. It wasn’t conceivable to him that anyone in GIT’s position could have got their shield up in time. Then there was the next line.
Rewards: 50 soul boon upgrade points (40 bonus to counter outside interference)

What did that message mean?
“Sir, maybe you should look at the next quest you have been granted.”
“Fine.”
Quest #10 - Eliminate the Anti-Reborn

Rating: Hard

Traitor GIT has survived the anti-matter explosion because of outside interference, revealing the existence of anti-reborn.

The following facts have been determined.

 
	Three human ships successfully navigated to the system where you met Taavaewa and were found worthy. 
	At the same time that you were sent back in time, the entity Taavaenota, also known as the defender of time, meddled with causality. 

Taavaenota’s self-stated purpose is to oppose any manipulation of time and based on historical precedence one member of each ship would have been seduced to act as an anti-reborn.

Anti-Reborns will possess the following capabilities:

 
	Access to non-enhanced biological memories from first timeline.
	Knowledge that the reborn was on one of the three ships.
	Boon: Temporal Gift.
	Trait: Prodigy Cultivator.
	Trait: Start Boost.
	Upon successfully eliminating the reborn, the anti-reborn will be granted a race change, and biological aging will be suspended.
	Note additional rewards upon the death of the reborn may be granted, such as an arc style escape ship for family and friends.

Success 1000 soul boon points per anti-reborn killed.

Failure: The extinction of humanity 

This quest may not be refused. 

Eric’s mouth went dry as he absorbed the details contained in the quest and considered what an anti-reborn was.
A knowing traitor. Worse. It was someone who had lived through the Traclaon Armageddon, and then been willing to do this. Betray their species with the knowledge of what that betrayal would mean. So many kids dying, planets burning, and space stations reduced to scrap metal.
That was significantly worse than anything that GIT had ever done.
He could not comprehend how a human could betray their race like that. It was… Eric didn’t want to think about it. But the implications and the consequences of an anti-reborn existing struck him.
Every one of those anti-reborns knew about GIT. When he got onto the ship, he was watched. If his discipline had been less, if he hadn’t perfectly matched everything Toro had done in the first timeline, humanity would already have been destroyed.
If he had skipped a single step. If he hadn’t bothered to change his face, turned up with different bags, then one of these anti-reborns would have known that he was an imposter, and they would have struck. Railgun bullets when the White Sparrow came to dock. When you blindsided someone, it was easy to get a kill. After all, it was what he had done to the Flower Kettles. One mistake was all it would have taken, and all three had probably been watching. Worst one had actively done something to save Traitor GIT. What he had done to get here would be noticed. 
GIT’s paranoia had saved them. If they had seen Diane die or Fiona come on board, they would have pounced.
Eric was involuntarily shivering as he thought through the implications.
Fiona was exposed.
They might have snuck her on board, but when the White Sparrow didn’t return in a blaze of controversy, then the anti-reborns would dig to find out why. There would be footage of her face. They would know.
It was unfair, just like what happened with Eliza’s Bandits. Besides keeping their memories, they had been gifted other skills and their only job was to stop him. Meanwhile, his duty was to defeat the near elder race of the Traclaon. The difficulty wasn’t comparable; they should have gotten nothing and instead.
Eric shuddered. He knew what the Prodigy Cultivator trait was. It was the single best trait anyone could be gifted. A gift that would take the most average of cultivators into genius levels. 
He didn’t, however, know what the other trait and boon represented, and he was almost afraid to ask. “I am not an ostrich.” He laughed. It was such a stupid thing to say, but it grounded him. “What are the other two?” 
The screen flicked as the AI determined the meaning behind the request. 
Boon: Temporal Gift

The Temporal Gift boon can be cast once every 390 standard Earth days on any target apart from an anti-reborn or a reborn. Target will be protected from a single event that would otherwise have killed them in one of three ways with the least disruptive from a timeline perspective used.

Out of time: A condition that lasts for 52 seconds during which you cannot be harmed.

Premonition: A premonition occurring up to 32 days before the event that kills you to allow survival.

Limited Reborn: Reborn into your body 390 days previously with memories intact. Limited reborn are prevented from communicating their limited reborn status to anyone. 

A person can only receive a Temporal Gift once.

That explained why GIT was alive. The anti-matter explosion would have been instantaneous. He had no augments to protect him, and he should have died instantly, but if he had been given the Temporal Gift, then the Out of time status would have been triggered, saving his life. Thankfully, that had been the option because he had been completely at GIT’s mercy and if either of the other two conditions had triggered, Eric would have died while they were still in HC#001.
The good news was that when next they faced him, he would no longer have a ‘get out of death’ card. Not that lacking the cheat death skill would make it easy for them to kill him. GIT still possessed a soul that was vastly stronger than their own. 
Eric’s eyes looked at the second trait, knowing before he even saw it that he would not like it.
Trait: Starting Boost.

Grants +20 levels to Armor, Blade, Cower, and Defense soul capabilities skills up to a cap of fifty for the individual skill is under fifty. 

Not only did the anti-reborns have the prodigy Cultivator trait to ensure that in a hundred years’ time they would be insanely powerful, they had started trait that made them a threat immediately. A Blade skill of twenty was a meter-long sword for thirty seconds. One trait to make them deadly in the short term and a runaway train in the future because of the other.
He shut his eyes and opened them in the life pod.
Traitor GIT was alive. 
The two of them were stuck in an unknown system in a shell of a vessel whose most impressive feature was that it was still pressurized. Eric doubted its engines worked, and the oxygen scrubber was definitely broken. 
With their suits, they probably had a few days’ worth of air.
They needed to get to safety, scavenge augments, build a new spaceship, create a beacon, and get strong enough to jump back to Earth, all while avoiding GIT until they could kill him, at which point they would need to hunt him down. 
Those issues were surmountable.
In fact, with Meditative Perfect Recall,
he was almost confident they could manage. 
But then when they returned to HC#001, the anti-reborns would be waiting.
They would come for him, his past, her past, any digital trails Zhong had left while helping them. Every bit of that would be examined with sophisticated sniffers to find them.
The enormity of the task he was facing was laid out in front of him.
Fiona was looking at him. “What?”
He put his head in his hands. “We’re screwed.”
The Traclaon Armageddon will continue in Book Three!
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