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Chapter 1

“Queen’s Hat, this is Persephone. Requesting permission to dock,” Z said as soon as we exited hyperspace in System 879.

“Roger that, Persephone. I don’t see any corporate or military branding tags on your ID feed. What is the purpose of your visit?” a woman’s nasally voice replied over our bridge.

“We’ve got some rhodium to trade. Looking to stock up on food and take on some crew. Heard you were the station to go to.” The blonde hacker looked at me and shrugged. Z’s cheeks had sunk into her face, and dark circles shone under her eyes. Her eyelids looked almost too heavy for her to lift, and I prayed that the control tower would let us dock without too much hassle.

Seventeen days was a long time to go without food.

“Sounds good, Persephone. If you are looking to trade rhodium, there is no docking fee, but the harbor clerk will inspect your wares as soon as you exit onto our platform. We’ve got a no firearms policy in the station. If we catch a gun on you, we’ll throw you in prison for a few weeks. If you kill anyone on the station, we’ll throw you out the airlock. I’m forwarding you the bylaws attachment. There are more details of our policies in there.”

“I got you, Queen’s Hat. We’re not looking for trouble, just a bite to eat, mixed food supplies for our ship, and a few extra crew members. Will the harbor clerk give us directions for obtaining those things?”

“Affirmative, Persephone. Head to dock 458-B. Set your autopilot to bearing 0.23 and 234.45,” the woman said.

“Roger that, Queen’s Hat. Thanks for the welcome,” Z replied as she tapped her fingers on the controls.

“Clerk will meet you on the platform for paperwork. Thanks for coming by. Ending communication,” the woman said before she cut the transmission.

“Thank the stars,” Z said as she leaned back in the plush pilot’s chair. “I half expected them to say, ‘Elaka Nota’s entire armada is on your ass, you’ve got a vampire woman on board who knows their plans to take over the galaxy, and your ship is a sentient being put together with alien technology that even they don’t understand.’” The blonde woman rubbed the bridge of her nose and let out a sigh. “Where is Eve anyways? I thought she’d want to--”

“I am here,” the beautiful woman said as she walked past me. Even though the three of us had spent the last seventeen days doing nothing else but lying around and talking to each other, my heart still raced whenever I saw her. “I wanted to observe the hyperdrives when they disengaged.”

“Ahh,” Z said with a nod. “Notice anything strange about them? Also, you aren’t going to wear your street clothes?”

“I do not know what to look for with the drives, but I did not feel anything odd about them when they disengaged.” Eve shrugged and then gestured to her tight fighting gray and black flight suit. “I am comfortable in our crew uniform.”

“Yeah, uhh. Sure.” Z glanced down at her own clothes for a second. We had figured out how to use the clothes washing machines on board and cleaned our street clothes. Both Z and I were wearing the same tight suits that Eve was, but under our jeans and jackets.

Eve dropped into the copilot’s chair, pointed to the front bridge display, and hummed. “This is quite a large station.”

Persephone's display highlighted the massive structure with green, and the matching colored text was scrolling down the side of the view screen.

 

Metropolis Class Station: Q-987-H-rR345b

Manufactured by: Nebula Gammon

Branding: Queen’s Hat Station

Hyperdrive: Inca Seven model 020201. 4,135 hours to one light year

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 22.5 kilometers

Minimum Crew: 2,000

Estimated population: 2.65 million

Estimated fighter craft: 650

Estimated drone payload: 2,000

Heavy plasma cannons: 380

Light plasma guns: 840

Laser arrays: 0

 

The hat shaped space station was massive. I reasoned it had to be larger than the massive Elaka Nota ship we witnessed destroy Gliese 876-Cii, but I didn’t have the scan report of Elaka Nota’s ship up to compare the sizes. Our position was far enough away so that our destination still looked small on our screen. Persephone's screen lit up with other green outlines of other ships, she estimated there were at least three hundred vessels docked with the massive station, and there could have been more that we couldn’t scan on the other side.

“Captain, I’ve engaged the autopilot. We’ll dock in three minutes,” Z said as she turned over her shoulder to look at me again. “What’s the plan?”

“We’ll go aboard, trade our rhodium for whatever the local currency is, go to the nearest restaurant, eat, find some bulk food to buy for our stores and Jatal’s people, hire an engineer to fix Persephone's drives, and then deliver the food.”

“And hire a pilot and navigator,” Eve said with a smile.

“And a cook. Fuck me. I’m so hungry all I can think about is food. Yesterday I wasn’t hungry at all.” Z sighed.

“You’ll feel better after you eat. We can’t go crazy though, your stomach won’t be ready. We’ll get something light to test our stomachs and then--”

“What do we do about the tracker?” Z said. “We couldn’t find one, what if Elaka Nota finds us again?”

“We’ll need to move fast,” I said with a sigh. We’d done our best to search every part of Persephone, but we hadn’t found the foldingdrive or anything looking like a tracking beacon that could have transmitted our location to our enemies. I’d asked Eve to see if Persephone would tell us, but the vampire admitted she was only feeling the ship’s emotions, and it was much harder to communicate with her than it had been with the cave worm beings we encountered on Gliese 876-Biv.

Eve told us other things about the ship. It was information that she had learned when various corporate vice presidents and executives who came to observe the woman’s “treatment.”

Persephone had been discovered, not built, and they retrofitted her with their latest hyperdrive, warpdrive, weapon technology, military equipment, and crew accommodations because they found a functioning foldingdrive onboard her. Elaka Nota didn’t know who built Persephone, but the discovery of a foldingdrive provided them the opportunity to study the engine with hopes of recreating it.

Eve didn’t know if they had been successful, but I guessed they had, or they probably wouldn’t have fitted the ship for combat. If Elaka Nota hadn’t built another ship with a foldingdrive, we had stolen the most powerful ship in their entire fleet.

Along with their most powerful organic weapon: Eve.

The beautiful woman told us that she was one of Elaka Nota’s first experiments. Eve was a child with unexplained powers, and the corporation had been able to increase her abilities by manipulating her DNA and feeding her the lifeblood of sentient creatures. She was being groomed to be their perfect spy. Their perfect assassin. Their perfect agent. What they hadn’t accomplished was to bend her mind to their will. She'd been able to resist their brainwashing.

Then Eve discovered the scientists who controlled her experiments created other subjects. While less powerful than she, they showed more promise of becoming easier to manage weapons. It was important to Eve that we get a crew, no, a small army, and then hit back at Elaka Nota so the sisters she had never met could be saved.

“Captain?” I heard Z ask, and her question tugged me away from my thoughts.

“Sorry. Lost in thought,” I said as I looked at the screen. I saw that we were docked, and the tube from the Queen’s Hat station was extending to connect to Persephone's cargo hold entrance.

“I asked if you wanted me to lock her down after we leave. I’m presuming the answer is yes, but--”

“Yeah. Also, I want you both to carry knives and the stun guns on you. Can you check their bylaws to make sure that isn’t against their rules?”

“Sure,” Z said as she clicked on her terminal buttons. The woman had her skull plugged into the controls of the ship, but I still didn’t quite know how she interfaced with the computers. Sometimes she closed her eyes when she worked and seemed to be able to control the devices without typing, but other times she typed on the keys like someone without interface hardware.

“They just say firearms. They are rather draconian with their murder laws. If they find out that anyone has killed someone else, even in self-defense, they throw you out the airlock.”

“We’ll ask when we meet with the harbor clerk. Let’s go,” I said as I stood on wobbly legs. The hunger pains and weakness had come and gone in the last seventeen days. Sometimes I felt as if I possessed endless strength, other times I couldn’t get out of bed. I found sleep nearly impossible because my stomach ached so much. I’d never gone this long without food, and it was more than mildly uncomfortable.

It had been seventeen days of torture for Z and I. Eve hadn’t seemed bothered by the lack of food, and she told us that she was using her powers to ease her pains. I’d been thankful for her resilience since Z and I had often been too weak to explore the ship in search of the tracking beacon we thought Elaka Nota had put onboard.

“Do you think they have restaurants that serve steak?” Z asked after we’d taken the elevator down to the hold floor.

“Yeah. Probably,” I replied.

“I’m gonna get a two kilogram one. Porterhouse. Grilled rare, with potatoes and asparagus covered in butter. A bottle of wine to wash it down. For dessert? A banana split.” Z smacked her lips together, and her eyes glazed over. “How about you two?”

“Chicken broth and a green salad,” I said as we walked toward Persephone’s armory.

“Boringgggggg,” Z moaned.

“Yeah, but I won’t be puking.”

“I’m going to keep it all down, trust me. It will be the best meal of my life. Eve?”

“Fish, if they have it. Or some sort of poultry. I agree with Adam, steak will be too heavy for a first meal. Perhaps once my stomach adjusts.”

“I’m gonna make both of you jealous when I’m scarfing down half a cow,” Z said as we reached the armory.

Half a minute later we had hung up our pistols and replaced them with the stun guns. I wore a large knife sheathed on my belt, but the women didn’t, and I asked them to each put a smaller blade on before continuing to Persephone's camera-iris shutter-shaped hold exit.

Z hit the button to open the large bay door. There was a six-meter long metal hallway beyond, and then another leading into the station. We exited Persephone, and Z closed the hatch behind us by pressing on one of the hidden switches by the side of her ramp.

“I’m setting the code. It will open if you press here and have a synced transponder on you. Which you both do,” Z said as she motioned for us to watch her press the panel at the end of the ramp. It looked exactly like one of the hundreds of other small metal panels on the starship. “If you don’t have the transponder, you can move your fingers over like so.” She made a wide “m” shape and then joined it together at the bottom with a “V.”

“Why that shape?” I asked as the doors spun open.

“It looks like a manta ray, duh,” Z explained as she closed the doors again.

“Or a heart,” Eve said with a smile. “Perhaps that is fitting because--”

“Eve! Girl talk! What is wrong with you?” Z gaped at the obsidian-haired woman as she gave me a sideways glance.

“I was going to explain that it is because Persephone loves us, and we love her.” Eve actually smirked, and it was the first time I had ever seen her use the facial expression.

“Oh. Uhh. Yeahhhhhh… Let’s go meet the harbor clerk,” the hacker said quickly, and then she stomped down the hallway toward the station’s door without looking at us.

“Should I have talked to her about--” I began to whisper to Eve, but the vampire shook her head.

The feelings she has for you are real, but it is not your place to squash them. She knows about our relationship, and it makes her angry that she is jealous. I believe she will work through it, and her love for you will mature into something a sister holds for an older brother. We will give it time.

I nodded at the red-eyed woman, and we followed Z to the station entrance.

“Captain, how does this work?” Z asked as we reached the wide closed door. There was an array of buttons and switches she pointed to. The labels were all in Kanji, but they were faded, and I couldn’t read them.

“I think you need to hit the green button,” I said as I glanced up at the top of the door. There was a red light there, and I guessed that there was some sort of security protocols they had to go through before they just let us into the station.

Z hit the button, and the light shifted from red to green.

“Greetings, ahhhh. Persephone? Is that correct?” A male voice asked from the panel next to the door.

“Yes, that’s us,” Z answered.

“Good. I’ve got eyes on you up on the ceiling,” he said, and we looked up to see the video camera. “Just the three of you?”

“That’s correct,” the hacker answered.

“You know about our firearms and killing policy?” he asked, and Z turned to me as she gestured at her belt.

“How about stun guns and knives?” I asked.

“Both are fine, as long as you don’t kill anyone. I’ve got it here that you are trading rhodium. How much do you have?”

“About eighty grams,” I said as I pulled the plastic bag out.

“Ehhh. That’s under the amount where we don’t charge a docking fee, but I’ll let you slide this time.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“You are welcome. Anything else you want to declare?”

“Anything else we should declare?” I asked.

“If you intend to trade drugs or weapons, we’ll let you, but we charge an extra admin fee, and we have a designated high-security dock for those exchanges. If you have anything like that onboard, and we find out about it, we won’t be happy, so you had best be honest. We don’t deal with slavery. Period. So if you intend to sell slaves, you best get back on your ship and find another marketplace.”

“Just looking to trade our rhodium for a meal, supplies for our ship, and take on an experienced crew. No drugs or weapons,” I said.

“You’ll find what you are looking for here. If you head straight out, you’ll see a green colored info booth. You can download map images of the station that have the tube transit paths. You can also get directions from the dock clerks there. Welcome to Queen’s Hat Station.”

“Thanks,” I said as the large door hissed open.

Then the three of us stepped into the station’s harbor.

During my tour with the Jupiter Marines, I had been to a few stations. But during all of those instances, the structures were either owned by our military, or we’d dock in a special military harbor away from civilians, or the stations had been very small. I was a bit unprepared for the sights, smells, and visual chaos that awaited us inside of the Queen’s Hat harbor. I let out a breath of amazement and stood still for a few moments to take it all in.

It was as if I had stepped inside an anthill, only the ants were people, wearing bright clothes and moving along platforms that stretched like chaotic ladder rungs across the cavern of the harbor. There must have been twenty levels to the station, and while the traffic wasn’t as dense as it had been in the megacity of Trappist-1e, people also were moving on the platforms above and below us. It created a vertical sensation of chaos that I wasn’t used to feeling.

The people’s clothes were a variety of colors, cuts, and styles. Some wore bulky military uniforms, others wore expensive suits which looked like something out of an ancient Renaissance play. A few were obviously cowboys and wore wide-brimmed leather hats, dusters, and boots as they escorted herds of shaggy cattle across the platform. Several people walked around in powersuits that allowed them to bear thousands of kilos in their arms. Many wore matching crew uniforms of various design, and they laughed together as they walked

Holographic and screen banner ads decorated any free space of the harbor. The advertisements all tried to scream over each other, and the crowd, in a dozen different languages.

The place was loud. It was as loud as the storms on Jupiter, and I wanted to cover my ears. I saw Z open her mouth, but I couldn’t hear her speak, so I gestured toward the large green booth twenty meters in front of us, and we cut our way through the flow of traffic. The booth had a roof that said Harbor Clerk Office 450-B, and the structure helped dampen the noise once we stood under it.

“We’ll get used to it,” I said to my friends.

“I fucking hope so. Damn,” Z winced and then gestured to one of the terminals next to us. “Let me download a map of the station and copy it to our transponders.”

Z pulled the cord out of her belt, plugged one end into her skull, and then plugged the other end into the data terminal. It took her a few minutes to upload the data map to each of our transponders, and I used the time to people watch. Eve seemed to be doing the same, and the beautiful woman’s smile warmed my heart.

So many people. Not all of them are good, but most are. It makes me happy to walk amongst them. I am forever grateful that you saved me, protected me, and cared for me.

“You were the one who saved me,” I said, and I realized that I was scratching my neck where my explosive control collar had once been.

“I’ve updated your transponders with a map of the station,” Z said as she handed them back to us. A few other people were using the other info terminals or talking to the green uniformed clerks, but we still stepped closer to each other so that there wouldn’t be a chance someone would eavesdrop.

“I’ve labeled your maps, so you know where Persephone is. We can exchange our rhodium for R-credits at the bank. There are almost a hundred in the station. Closest one is here,” Z said as she pointed at the flashing yellow dot on her opened transponder map.

“R-credits?” Eve asked.

“Jatal steered us to the right place. Rhodium makes this place run. The currency and trade of this station seem to be based around the metal. I don’t know what the exchange rates are, but we’ll find out in a few minutes. We need to take the B tube down three stops. The entrance is over there.” The hacker nodded her head down the long platform, and I could see the traffic was flowing in the direction.

“Let’s go,” I said, and we moved out of the booth and into the multicolored flow of traffic. It was a five-minute walk to the nearest tube entrance, and we elbowed our way through the throng, getting on so that we could have a somewhat secluded spot.

“I am not used to being around so many people,” Eve said once we found our spot on the transit pod.

“Me either, honestly,” Z said as she crossed her arms over her chest and shot a dirty looking group of miners a frown. The men were gawking at us, and as soon as they saw us notice them, they turned to whisper to themselves. I could have heard them if there weren’t eighty other people in our car also whispering private conversations.

Our group had gotten a bunch of mixed looks while walking. There were plenty of women wearing outfits similar to Eve, or even more risqué, but the dark-haired beauty seemed to have a ten-meter aura of attraction around her, and I lost count of the number of men and women who had stared at her with desire. Then they noticed Z, and I saw them also appreciate the blonde woman’s appearance. Finally, the spectators would look at me, and they either glanced away quickly or smirked at me with a nod of approval.

“How about you?” Z asked as she elbowed me in the stomach.

“Huh?” I asked. My head had been spinning, and it felt like my consciousness was floating a meter above my head. It was starvation, and I really wanted to lie down somewhere and close my eyes.

“Ahh, never mind,” Z sighed. “This is our stop. We’ll make a left when we get out, walk sixty meters, and the bank should be on our right.”

“Got it,” I said as the transit pod came to a stop.

We pushed out through the throng of multi-colored people, made our left, and walked up the street toward where Z said the bank would be. The Avenue looked like it could have been found in any city on a moon or planet. Most stations chose to keep all their surfaces made of the dura-steel or other high polished material that would last through endless space abuse, but this street actually had stone-like cobblestones, gutters, and smooth concrete sidewalks. People actually rode old fashioned bicycles past us, and I almost did a double take when a horse-drawn carriage passed us.

As we walked, I kept looking up at the sky to confirm that we were, in fact, in a station.

“Everyone is dressed so weirdly. It’s like the old Earth movies about Europe in the 1800s,” Z whispered as she nodded to the women wearing elaborate dresses with tight corsets and billowing skirts. The streets here were much less busy than the harbor area, but there were still enough citizens walking by to make for interesting people watching.

“I like their clothes,” Eve said as she smiled at the women. The group had been looking at us, but when they saw Eve glance in their direction, they turned their heads, whispered amongst themselves, and continued on their way.

“Of course you do. It’s what a vampire would wear,” the hacker said with a chuckle.

“It is?” Eve asked.

“Fuck yeah. A black one, with a low cut to show off your perfect boobs. Then you need dark red lipstick. The guys will go crazy. Ha!” Z chuckled, but her face paled, and she stopped walking.

“You okay?” I asked as I reached out to hold onto her shoulder.

“Yeah. Really fucking hungry. Sorry,” Z blinked and wiped tears from her eyes.

“Don’t apologize. We’ll get some food in a minute. The first place we can find,” I said as I wrapped her arm around mine so she could lean on me.

“That has steak. First place that has steak. I’ve been dreaming about it for a month.”

“But we have only been in hyperspace for seventeen days,” Eve pointed out.

“Oh, I know, but I hadn’t grabbed a good job in almost a month before Adam hired me. Me and…” she paused and swallowed painfully. “Well, I’d been living off of cheap tofu and noodles for a while. The barbecue at Cynthia’s place was the nicest meal I think I’ve ever eaten. Well, until I ate the leftovers with you two on Persephone. I’m just excited about a big ol’ Porterhouse. I’ve never had one.”

“This looks like the place,” I said as we came to the building with Section B Bank and Currency Exchange printed on the glass of the front doors. The building was built of gray brick, and it made me feel as if I’d stepped into a backwater planet’s bank, instead of a giant space station that was home to millions of people.

The interior was a bit more modern than the exterior had led me to believe. In the center of the main room were a trio of green velvet couches with arched backs squatting around a decorative coffee table. On the left side were stained glass walls separating private office rooms. On the right side was the line to visit the tellers for daily banking business.

The counter where the half dozen tellers stood was still made of seasoned brick, but the clerks behind the counter wore holographic imagery glasses that could scroll financial stats for them, and their terminals looked like the latest tech. There were also smooth metal walls that streamed various real estate and employment ads in a variety of languages.

The line wasn’t long, only five people, and the three of us were soon standing in front of a woman with straight black hair and wide set eyes.

“What can I help you with?” she asked.

“We are looking to convert rhodium, Nora,” I said after I read her polished name tag. The three of us were standing in front of the window, and Z was leaning into me so that she could split the window. I guessed she was a little excited about the process of getting money.

“How much will you be converting?”

“Should be around eighty grams,” I said as I handed her the plastic bag.

“I’ll weigh it real quick,” Nora said as she pushed the bag into a small glass cube device. Within a few seconds, the machine had sucked all of the polished gray dust out of the bag and was feeding the numbers to the teller’s visual feed.

“Says 83.4 grams. So, after our conversion fee that will be 80,345 R-credits. Do you have an account with us? Or do you have a card you want me to put that on?”

“Can you give us a card that can hold the funds? I’m not sure we’ll need an account,” I said.

“Sure, give me a moment. You just want one card? If you open an account, I can issue three cards that can pull from the--”

“One card is fine,” I said.

“I would really recommend an account,” the woman said. “It’s quite a bit of R-credits, and if I don’t have it linked to an account, someone could steal it from you.”

“Okay, how long will it take to set up an account?” I asked.

“About half an hour, we’ll need some identification and--”

“We’ll be fine with just the one card with all the R-credits on it,” I said hastily.

“Very well, I’ll--”

“Hey, Nora,” Z interrupted. “How much is a steak around here?”

“A steak?” the teller asked with confusion.

“Yeah. Like a big one. From a nice restaurant.”

“In District B, you are talking Goodman’s. It is a kilometer down the road on the tube side,” Nora said as she nodded the direction we had been walking. “It’s about thirty or forty for their largest one, but I’ve only eaten there a few times. On my birthday.”

“Forty R-credits?” Z asked, and it looked like her blue eyes lost their focus. “And we are getting 80,000?”

“80,345,” Nora clarified.

“Okay. Thank you.” The hacker was actually panting, and she wiped her lips with the back of her hand.

“I’ll set up the card. One moment please,” the teller said as she reached for a piece of plastic from under her counter.

I glanced at Z, and it looked like the woman was about to burst open with joy. Then I glanced to Eve, and the vampire gave me a half-smile.

This is good, Adam. We should be able to buy a nice meal, plenty of food for Jatal and us, and then hire an engineer and pilot.

I nodded at Eve and then turned back to watch Nora work. She inserted the plastic card into the slot at her terminal, keyed a few buttons, and then handed us the card with a big smile. “There you go, don’t spend it all in one place.”

“Thanks,” I said as I reached for the card, and I saw that my hands were trembling a bit. Fuck, I needed to eat.

My fingers had just pinched the card, and then I felt the wave of air hit the back of my skull a fraction of a moment before I heard the gunshot.

“This is a fucking stick up! Everyone get your goddamn hands in the air!”

I spun around to see four men and one woman standing in the lobby of the bank. They each wore bright red handkerchiefs over their foreheads and mouths to disguise themselves. They wore tall felt fedoras, black armor vests, and jeans with leather chaps. They were all armed, but the weapons were double barrel shotguns that looked to be made from narrow diameter pipes.

“We’ll be taking all your rhodium, jewelry, cash, and cards!” another robber shouted, and the group stepped toward the line with their weapons raised.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Z moaned under her breath as she raised her hands. “We just got paid, and now we are gonna get robbed by these jackasses?”

Then one of the robbers shot a teller in the face, and the man’s head exploded in a spray of brains.
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Chapter 2

Everyone but Z, Eve, and I screamed when the robber killed the bank teller, and they all fell to their knees and covered their heads with their arms. There were six employees behind the counter, two that I saw peering out of the stained glass windows of their offices, and another eight customers. Our teller window sat on the other side of the building from the exit door, and there was about fifteen meters of space between us and the gunman who just murdered the teller.

“Get your hands up! I’m not gonna say it again,” the man who fired his shotgun into the ceiling screeched as he jumped up on the counter of the bank.

“Stash the card!” Z hissed to me as she slowly lowered herself to her knees.

Eve was following the hacker’s example and was also mid kneel, and I moved to push the card into one of my jacket pockets. My motion caught the attention of one of the robbers, and they dashed toward me with their makeshift shotgun pointed at me.

His gun is unloaded. They didn’t trust him to actually carry a gun with shells. The other four have ammo though.

Eve’s words came to my mind a few moments before the man reached me, and I tried to force my shoulders to relax when he jabbed my chest with his shotgun.

“What did you do? Why did you move your hand?” the man demanded as he pushed his weapon into my chest again.

“Sorry,” I said as I raised my left hand again.

If the man searched my vest, he’d find the card, and I honestly didn’t know what my reaction would be if he tried to take it. I had no doubt I could dispatch him with ease, even if his weapon were loaded, but there was virtually no cover between the other robbers and me. The rest of them would all blast me with their shotgun, and I doubted I’d live through the experience.

“What did you put in your pocket, eh?” He demanded as he tapped his weapon into my chest again.

“I didn’t put anything in my pocket,” I said as I stared into the man’s eyes. “Just rob your bank and be on your way.”

“I saw you put something in your pocket!” I could tell the man’s adrenaline was surging, and his eyes looked all sorts of insane. Yep. This was definitely the kind of guy that you didn’t want to give a loaded weapon to.

“No, you are--”

“Don’t fucking tell me what I did or didn’t see!” He raised the gun from my chest and pointed the barrels in my face.

It wasn’t loaded, but it still didn’t matter to the animal that raged in my stomach. It only knew the most carnal of emotions, and it was demanding that I rip the man’s head from his chest.

Or it would take control and do it for us.

Adam, please do not change. There are cameras everywhere.

“Pull it out of your pocket. Slow like,” the man hissed at me as he pushed his empty gun into my cheek hard enough to push my head around.

“Hey, what the fuck are you doing?” The woman in the crew had walked over to us, and I could see her holding a bunch of R-credit cards in the hand that wasn’t gripping her shotgun.

Her gun is loaded, but she has never been in a gunfight. She is the leader’s woman.

“He put something in his pocket. I think it was a card.”

“He’s mistaken,” I tried to say as calmly as I could, but the tiger was clawing in my stomach, and my starvation was making it hard for me to resist its power. It wanted to kill these fools and feast on their dying cries.

“Looks like you are lying,” the woman said as she put the R-credit cards in her vest pocket.

“He’s not lying. Look, just rob the bank and leave us alone. We don’t want any trouble,” Z said from her spot on the floor.

“We are calling the shots here, bitch!” the woman bandit said a moment before her arm whipped out to backhand my friend.

The beast screamed, and my vision blended with yellow, red, and all shades of hatred.

The man still pointed his empty shotgun at my temple. I reached up with my left hand to grab the barrel and twist it away. His eyes opened wide with surprise when I pulled away his weapon, but then they almost exploded out of his skull when I drove my right fist into his stomach. My hit lifted his feet off the ground, and I felt a bunch of popping come from inside of his body.

The woman saw me move, but she turned in slow motion, and my right hand blocked her shotgun from aiming at me. The robber that I probably killed had let go of his empty shotgun, and I swung it around to hit the woman in the head with the stock of the weapon. Her skull exploded like a rotten tomato, and I yanked her loaded shotgun out of her dead hands before she could drop it.

The robbers were screaming, the crowd was screaming, Z was screaming, and the monster that lived in my soul was screaming. I could feel my spine shifting and my muscles elongating. I didn’t want to change, I didn’t want the security cameras to see me, but my human logic was fighting against a hungry beast that had just seen one of his women get hurt.

The monster in my DNA filled my mind. It needed to kill and feed.

I flipped the makeshift double-barrel shotgun around in my grip, dropped the empty shotgun, and clutched the front vest of the woman whose skull I’d obliterated with my left hand.

But it was now my left paw.

The other three robbers were turning toward us, and I shuffled to the left a few steps so I stood between my two friends and the closest shotgun wielding man. I expected him to fire, and I raised the woman’s dead body with a hope that it would soak up most of the buckshot. His weapon went off, and I felt a few of the metal pellets rip into the flesh shield I carried. None of them penetrated her body to hurt me, and I raised my newly acquired weapon to aim at the man.

He was the one who had killed the teller, and my spray of buckshot caused the front of his chest and face to erupt in a spray of crimson. The robber tumbled back against the counter of the bank as everyone screamed, and I twisted the shotgun to my right so that I could hit one of the remaining two men.

They both fired their weapons, and I shifted the woman’s corpse over my chest to catch the buckshot. I felt a few pellets rip through the woman and smack into the plates of my jacket, but none of them penetrated the armor.

My replying shot hit the closest man on my right, and he shouted with dismay as he fell. He managed to pull the second trigger on his shotgun, but his arms jerked up as if attached to a string, and the blast peppered the ceiling of the bank.

The last robber standing realized that I was out of shots, and he was taking his time with his aim. The man stood about twelve meters away from me, so I whipped my right arm back and threw my empty shotgun at the man. The weapon spun in the air and actually looked as if it was going to miss the man, but then it kind of bent its trajectory and smacked him full in the chest. Its impact caused his own weapon to flinch upward, and his shot passed a good three meters over my head.

“Fucking freak!” he screamed as he cracked open the action of his weapon. The two empty shells popped out of the makeshift barrels, and he reached into the pocket of his jacket to grab two more.

But I was already sprinting toward him, and I felt my face complete its shift into its tiger form.

There was no pain during this shift, and the small, human part of my brain riding in the backseat wondered if the lack of pain meant that the control over my shifts was starting to slip.

Then I didn’t care, my teeth were at the man’s throat, and I felt his scream resonate through my mouth as I crushed his esophagus in my jaws. His hot blood filled my mouth, and it tasted like sweet vengeance. My vision blurred for half a moment, and instead of killing some random faceless robber, I was devouring the blond scientist who had spent years experimenting on me.

The robber’s scream cut off with a wet gurgle, and I twisted my neck away to tear out the front half of his neck. Hot blood sprayed over my hair, face, and upper chest, but I didn’t care. The liquid tasted delicious, and I wanted to drink from it until my stomach was full.

My ears filled with the sound of a thousand atmospheric engines firing, and I felt my chest vibrate with the air coming from my lungs.

It was my roar.

Adam.

I ignored the voice in my head and looked down at the blood soaked corpse at my feet. I was so hungry. This man had plenty of flesh, and I would devour his body before consuming the rest of any who would stand in my way.

Adam! Stop!

My body froze with an unseen power. I snarled against my invisible prison and tried to rip free by pushing with my legs. That didn’t work, so I tried to move my arms and cut free with my claws. It was as if I was wrapped in a cocoon of titanium, and I felt my chest begin to constrict with pressure.

Adam, please find yourself. Fight the beast. Come back to us. We must escape this place. We need to be free.

Part of me knew the woman who spoke in my mind, but that part of my consciousness didn’t care enough to bother responding to her. I wanted to break free of these bonds. I had to fight. I needed to eat, then kill, then eat, then fuck, kill, eat until I was master of my territory.

You are a man. Not an animal.

You are an honorable man. Not a mindless beast. Come back to me. We need you, Adam. I love you, and you love me. Please remember.

There was a human standing in front of me, and my vision focused on the pale soft creature. It was female, with long dark hair, cream skin, red eyes, and aggressive looking fangs. My anger suddenly defused, and I remembered her name.

Eve.

“What?” I gasped as the monster retreated into my stomach. It was still mad and wanted to kill, but it loved Eve as much as I did. It knew she was just as powerful and dangerous.

“Welcome back,” she whispered with a smile. “Now we must run.”

“Yeah,” I said as I looked around. The robbers were all sorts of dead, and the floor of the bank was splattered with gallons of blood.

A lot of it was covering me too.

“Hey, you! Nora!” I heard Z shout, and I turned around to see the hacker grabbing the front of the teller’s uniform. “This security system on a closed circuit? Or does it stream somewhere?”

“Uhhh,” the woman started to say, but she couldn’t turn her head from me, and it was obvious that she was terrified.

“Don’t worry about him. He just saved your damn life, but they are going to throw us out of the airlock. We need to hack your video systems. Where is the room?”

“Back here,” Nora said as she pointed in the back room. “We’ve already triggered the alarms though. Security will be here in a few minutes.”

“Wait here for half a minute,” Z said to us. “I’ll see what I can do. Get ready to run.”

“Understood,” I said with a nod.

Z made a surprisingly athletic leap over the bank counter and then dashed into the back room of the bank. The employees looked up from their prone positions on the ground, but no one moved to stop her.

“Shit’s got a remote feed! Damn it!” she shouted fifteen seconds later. “I’m gonna try something super shady.”

“Let us move to the front door,” Eve whispered to me as she tugged on my arm. Then the beautiful woman raised her voice and spoke to the crowd. “We apologize for the violence. You all saw what happened. My friend had little choice but to defend us.” No one but Nora looked at us as we spoke, but the teller gave us a small smile and wave before we turned to the door.

“Go! Go! Go!” I heard Z shout, and Eve pulled me out the door of the bank.

We stepped into the street, and dozens of people turned to gawk at me. No one screamed, fortunately, but their mouths hung open with a mixture of surprise and horror.

“This way,” Z said as she yanked on Eve’s right arm, and the vampire yanked on mine.

“What did you do to their computer?” I wheezed.

“I put a chaser virus that has a mission to delete their video stores on their server. It will either work awesomely, and delete the last hour of their video, or it will work terribly, and delete all the info on their server.”

“Those are the only two options? It will not simply be ineffective?” Eve asked as she looked over her shoulder behind us.

“Nope.” Z shrugged. “It’s not an elegant virus. Anyway, I think we need to get some food, buy some supplies, and then hire an engineer in the next five minutes so we can get the hell out of here. If they don’t throw Adam out of the airlock for killing those assholes, they are definitely going to do it to me for hacking their security footage.”

“Where is the closest--” I started to say, but I was suddenly dizzy, and I felt the street spin vertically as if I was doing a cartwheel.

“Whoa! Hold on kitty-boy,” I heard Z say, but it sounded like she was shouting at me from fifty meters away.

“He needs to eat,” Eve whispered.

“No shit. I’d imagine that turning into a walking tiger might burn a few calories. How are we going to take him anywhere? He’s covered in blood. Oh, and he looks like a giant walking tiger.”

“Adam, can you shift back into your human form?” I heard Eve ask, but it sounded like I was swimming underwater.

Damn. I was so tired. Or was it hungry? Maybe it was both.

“Yeahhhhhh,” slurred my words and relaxed my thoughts. I’d never been to Earth, but I’d seen videos of the oceans there, and I pictured a pristine beach with turquoise waves massaging the shore in a singsong voice.

I was swimming in the water. It was so warm and comforting. I just wanted to sleep in the sun and never wake up.

But I knew my friends needed me. This was just hunger. I could deal. This was just exhaustion. I could push through it. I wasn’t going to leave my friends to take care of me. I was the one who protected them. I clenched my jaw and fought against the warm hold on my fuzzy mind.

“I’m okay,” I said as I fought against a yawn. “Where are we?” I looked around and realized we weren’t on the main street.

“We dragged you into an alley a block or so from the bank, but we really need to get moving,” Z said as she looked over her shoulder.

“Your jacket is covered with blood,” Eve said as she helped me stand. “I believe you should throw it in the trash, and then we can walk to a bathroom to wash your face. They will be looking for us, and we should travel on the tube for a distance before we find a place to eat.”

“Sounds like a good plan,” I said as I pulled off my jacket. It was the one I’d been issued by the scientists who experimented on me. It had sleeves which could be removed to become a vest, and most of the garment concealed armored plates. The armor had been through hell and was in need of replacing, but part of me didn’t want to let it go.

“Wipe your face off with the inside,” Eve said as she helped me try to clean the blood off my chin. She shook her head once we finished and then tossed the jacket into a metal trash bin that occupied the alley with us. “You will need to go to a bathroom with a mirror.”

“Ahh I forgot the R-credit ca--” I started to say, but Z interrupted me.

“I took it from your vest when you fell. Let’s get going. I’ll poke my head out of the alley first.”

The blonde woman sprinted to the end of the alley and leaned against the corner to check the street. She beckoned for us to move forward, but the toes of my boots kept scraping against the cobblestones, and Eve had to help me walk.

“There is a public restroom two hundred meters down this way.” Z pointed in a direction that I guessed was away from the bank. In fact, this street was paved with concrete instead of cobblestones, so I knew it was a different avenue than the street with the bank.

“Let us continue,” Eve said as we stepped into the street.

Z moved under my other arm, and the two women tugged me down the sidewalk toward the bathroom. There were fewer people here than on the other street, and the only people who looked at us gave us the kind of eye roll one gives for public drunkenness.

I heard the scream of a siren behind us.

“Fuck,” Z groaned. “Thought we’d have more time. We need to get out of here. I definitely don’t want to see Adam thrown out of an airlock, he’ll probably come back all fucking angry and kill everyone in the station.”

“I’m sorry. My legs are having problems.” I hated saying the words. I didn’t want to be weak. I needed to protect my friends, but they were often nursing me back to health.

“We are family, Adam. One cannot carry all the weight. Sometimes each of us will grow tired, and we will need help. You are not less of a man because you need us to care for you.”

“Yeah, Captain. You just killed five robber assholes with two shots. Don’t worry, I think you are a fucking badass.”

“Ha, thanks,” I said, but then I missed one of my steps and almost fell on her.

“Whoops!” she said as she pushed back on me. “Here is the bathroom.” We took ten more steps into the entrance marked by the flashing blue icon. There was a hallway, then a door for each sex. They pulled me into the women’s one, and I didn’t argue.

“I’ll watch the entrance if you can clean him up,” Z said.

“That is fine. Perhaps you can find a way over to a street further away?”

“That’s moving away from the tube though.”

“True, but also away from the security team attempting to find us,” Eve said as she leaned me against the long sink which ran the length of the tile bathroom.

“I’ll look for one,” Z replied, and then she stepped out of the door.

Eve ran some paper towels under the faucet and began to wipe my face. The water was cool, and the sensation made me wake up a bit. I knew the reprieve would be fleeting. I always needed to sleep after I changed back into my human form, and the starvation wasn’t helping my willpower.

“We will get through this. It is nothing compared to what we have already overcome,” Eve said with a big wide smile.

“You always have a positive outlook,” I grunted and lifted my chin up so she could wipe the towel across my neck. I wanted to help her, but I felt like I would fall if I took my hands off the counter.

Then my shoulders started shaking, and my vision started to spin.

“I have you,” I heard Eve whisper in my ear, and I felt her arms around me. She was warm, and her embrace made my eyes close.

“Bad news, we have ten armored guards walking this way. Good news is that there is another door at the end of the hallway. I popped it open, and it leads into the depths of the station. I don’t know how long it goes, but I can lock it behind us.”

“That is a good plan. Can you help me lift Adam?”

“Yeah,” I heard Z say, and I felt her hands grab my other shoulder. I tried to help them by pushing off the bathroom floor with my feet, but I couldn’t put any strength into the movement.

I hardly had enough strength to keep my eyes open.

“Here is the door,” I heard Z say. “I’ll lock it after--” there was a whistle in the distance, and Z spat a colorful curse.

“Hurry, we must pull him into this room,” Eve said.

“They have whistles? Who has whistles? It is ridiculous--”

“Z! Please close the door!”

“Got it! Closed!”

I felt my shoulder fall into something soft, and the blackness behind my eyes began to spin like a deep dark whirlpool diving into an even darker sea.

“Fuck, they saw us. What do we do?”

I heard voices shout in the distance, and I heard Z shout back. Then I heard pounding on a metal surface that I guessed was our door.

I wanted to get up, I wanted to run, I didn’t want to get caught, but I didn’t have the energy to even open my eyes.

Sleep finally took me.
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Chapter 3

“How long is he going to sleep?”

“I don’t know, Ma’am. It appears to be something akin to a hibernation state. His heart rate and brain activity are much lower than a normal human.”

“You sure he isn’t dead?”

“He isn’t dead. Just in a deep sleep.”

There were two voices: a woman had asked the first question, and a man was answering. Their voices were enough to pull me from my sleep, but instead of the words I meant to speak, a long moan came out.

“Looks like he’s awake,” the man said.

“Weee arr frrreenndds?” I said. My tongue didn’t want to work, and neither did my eyelids.

“Good. I want to talk to him,” the woman said.

“Don’t think he’s going to be doing much talking,” the man said.

I finally muscled my eyelids up so that I could take in my surroundings. I was in a hospital room, and there were dozens of computers connected to my body via tubes attached to my arms and chest.

My eyes focused on the man. He was tall, lean, and his hair was buzzed close to his scalp in military fashion. His features were sharp, and he looked slightly bored. He wore a white coat and held a datapad in his hand.

The woman was more interesting. She had a long mane of red hair. It was tied tight against her skull under a beret, but the back was loose, and the fall of hair was like a curly flame descending her back. She wore a uniform of black, but there was white and silver trim on the shoulders and seams. The outfit was tight around her body and the styling reminded me of the other Victorian costumes outfits I saw earlier on the street.

“Good morning, Adam.” The woman smiled, but the expression wasn’t exactly friendly.

I was handcuffed to the hospital bed.

“Good morning,” I replied after I moved my lips a few times to get them warmed up. “I’m not floating outside of the station.”

“Ha,” she grunted and shook her head. “No. Not yet, at least.”

“Where are my friends?” I asked as I tried to sit up in the chair. The handcuffs were too tight, though, and I just pulled at them ineffectively.

“They are okay. For now.” The woman turned to the man in the doctor’s uniform. “Leave us.”

The man nodded and then pivoted on the balls of his feet. He exited my room, and I saw that the door he opened was probably fifteen inches of thick solid metal. Beyond the doorway was a hallway lined with steel bars. I was in jail, and I felt the beast inside of my stomach begin to growl.

The door closed, and the redhead in the sexy uniform stretched out a leg to hook on a stool. The seat slid across the tile floor, bounced off my bed, and then she sat on it.

“You smoke?” she asked as she reached into her pocket.

“Been a while,” I admitted. The practice was common in the Jupiter Marines, and everyone in the Yakuza did, but my habit had stopped once I was imprisoned, and I’d never really craved a cigarette since.

“Hmmm,” she fixed her green eyes on me as she put one in her mouth. She lit it with an old-fashioned match, puffed a few clouds of smoke out of her nose, and then pulled it from her lips with a pinch of her gloved fingers. I thought she was going to offer me one, but she just stared into my eyes for a few moments.

“You’ve violated our laws,” she finally said. Then she took another inhale of her smoke. The tobacco smelled high quality, but I wasn’t feeling any pangs of desire.

“I’m not dead, so what do you need?” I asked.

“You think I need something from you?” she raised an eyebrow.

“Now I’m starting to think you like playing games.”

“Ha.” She shook her head, and a half smile came to her lips. “I think I like you, Adam. Where are you from?”

“All over,” I replied. I didn’t feel hungry, and I wondered if part of their treatment had forced nutrients into my stomach.

“Your accent sounds like it’s from the Sol System. I’m going to guess Jupiter or Saturn.”

“You’ve been there?” I asked.

“Am I correct?”

“As I said, I’ve been around.”

The woman stared at me for a few moments and then took another hit from her smoke.

“Interesting ship you’ve got.”

“Yep,” I replied.

“Where did you get it?”

“She found us,” I smirked and started to wonder what Eve and Z had told the woman.

“Hmmm. That sounds awful close to piracy.”

“I think you know I’m not a pirate,” I said to her.

“No, but your friends weren’t very forthcoming with information.”

“They are here?” I asked, and the woman just chuckled.

“I’d like to offer you a deal,” she changed the subject.

I considered giving her a smart ass response, but I figured that the woman had probably gotten plenty of those from Z, so I didn’t say anything. The redhead was waiting for my response, but when I didn’t answer she continued.

“Your friend with the data port in her skull did quite a number on our surveillance files, so I wasn’t able to see exactly how you dealt with the robbers, but the eyewitness testimony was convincing enough. You’re ex-military. I’m going to guess some sort of special ops from Sol. The people you killed weren’t exactly skilled, but you did it quickly, without your own firearm.”

“That what the witnesses said?” I asked.

“They said many things. Some of them didn’t make a lot of sense.” The woman’s smile faded. “I need some trash taken out. It involves going to some places in the station where my team isn’t exactly welcome.”

“Sounds like a hit job,” I said.

“It’s hard work maintaining a station this size. Most of our population are miners. Queen’s Hat sits between a dozen different rhodium mining locations. It was originally crafted by the Nebula Gammon company for mining, but a union strike and work uprising kicked them out eighty or so years ago. Since then, the station has worked as a Parliamentary Democracy.” The woman took another puff from her cigarette and then gestured through the smoke with her fingers. “The issue with democracy is that people are stupid. They give in to their addictions, their desires, and their fear. Nebula Gammon didn’t have to deal with the repercussions, since they punished such criminal activity via airlock.”

“I see,” I said, and I resisted the urge to point out that the woman smoking in front of me was lecturing about people giving in to their addictions.

“The laws allow the sale of drugs and weapons. The situation has created a dark underbelly to the station. I’m not able to remove our cancer through official means, and it is starting to become a problem in the district I manage. For a while, I feared I was just incompetent, since the crime rate in my district is much higher than the others, and I couldn’t make headway. All of my peers responsible for maintaining order in the other districts don’t seem to have a problem, and their advice to me was next to useless. I’ve recently found out that they are all hiring muscle outside of their official capacity.”

“That must have been a frustrating discovery,” I said.

“Quite the opposite. I am elated, and I intend to make use of their strategy.”

“I get it,” I said with a nod. “I’m not sure we are the best choice though.”

“Oh?” she raised an eyebrow.

“We were just passing through. Our intent was to trade our rhodium, buy some food, take on some crew, and then return to the mining community that hired us with the food. We aren’t killers, just traders.”

“Hmmm.” The woman nodded her head and squinted at me a bit. “I don’t have much use for traders at the moment.”

I held her eyes and felt the beast inside of me growl with frustration.

“What else are you offering?” I asked. “I am in a bit of a hurry to finish my mission.”

“The obvious boon I’m offering you is your life. You should be thanking me.”

“Thank you for not throwing me out the airlock,” I growled through a smile. “Those bank robbers definitely deserved to live, and I was in the wrong for killing them.”

“That’s better. I think we’ll have a great working relationship, Adam.” The woman’s mouth matched my smile. She was quite beautiful, but I really wanted to rip free of my handcuffs and break her perfect teeth.

“I’m all about following orders, but my original question still stands. If you want me to be enthusiastic, my team and I need to see compensation and an end to our term.”

“Your team?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Yeah. My two friends.”

“Hmmm. Perhaps we should speak about the jobs I have in mind before we talk about the future.” The woman pulled out a small black cylinder and pointed it at the far wall of my hospital room. The wall became a screen, and I saw a picture of a handsome man with dark hair and a waxed mustache.

“Do you know this man?” she asked.

“Never seen him before.”

“Good. His name is Huyan Kar. He owns three of the five clubs in District B.”

“What do you mean by ‘clubs’?” I asked.

“Places to drink and dance. I am not surprised by your question. You don’t look like you are much of a dancer,” she said with a chuckle.

“No. I’m not.”

“Huyan is connected to this man,” the redhead said as she changed the image in the wall.

The new picture showed a skinny bald man in a Victorian-looking suit. He held a top hat in his hands and looked to be glaring in the direction of the camera. He wasn’t a good looking man, and the scars across the left side of his face weren’t helping. It looked like he’d gotten into a knife fight.

“Byron Jacobs. We know he runs a bunch of gambling rings. He also has a protection racket.”

“I’m surprised you haven’t arrested him,” I said.

“Knowing someone is a criminal, and having enough legal proof to throw them out of the airlock are different things,” she sighed. “If I had my way, I’d just round them all up and use one bullet, but alas, my hands are tied.” The woman held a pointer finger up to the side of her skull and made a popping motion with her hand.

“But my hands aren’t tied?” I smirked.

“Nope, but killing these two isn’t really what I want. I have a bigger fish. Here,” the uniformed woman said as she flicked to the next picture. It was a regal looking blonde woman dressed in a fancy Victorian-looking dress cut low enough to show both hemispheres of her breasts.

“This is Izetta Baccala. She’s the trophy wife of the parliament member who represents District B.”

“So your boss’ wife?” I grunted.

“You could say that, but I firmly believe she is the mastermind of a current criminal organization here. They are dealing in drugs, weapons, and flesh. Izetta has spies in my organization, then she coordinates with Huyan and Byron so that her hands are clean. I’m not sure how involved Senator Baccala is with all of this, but I’d be extremely happy to connect him with something.”

“You are confident that Izetta is running the group?” I asked.

“I’m confident enough to tell you she is, but not enough to arrest her. I have plenty of evidence, but none of it can be used within a legal process that would result in me pushing her out an airlock.” The redhead took the last pull from her cigarette, pursed her lips, and then slowly pushed out a stream of smoke while she held my eyes. “That’s your job.”

“Get the evidence? Or push her out the airlock?” I asked.

“I prefer the former, but the latter might still appease me enough to consider you having repaid society.”

“How do you think I can do this?” This was a really stinky deal, and it felt like someone was ordering me to dig the grave they intended to bury me in. I had no doubt I’d get arrested for killing any of the three people she showed me. Then this woman could just execute me and tell her superiors that the case was closed.

I really wished Eve was here so she could tell me what this woman was thinking.

“You can start by working for Huyan or Byron. Then you can keep your ears open for anything having to do with Izetta. I’ll give you a wire, you record some conversations, and then we are done. After I have all the evidence on Izetta, I’ll want you to put an end to Huyan and Byron.”

“You think these men will just hire me?” I scoffed.

“They hire muscle frequently. You’ll just need to apply.”

“Then my friends and I can go free?” I asked.

“Of course,” the woman said as she flicked the filter end of her cigarette. It spun through the air and landed in a trash can a good two meters from where she sat. “These are criminals. Parasites who feed on the citizens of Queen’s Hat. The group you killed in the bank were working for Byron. They all deserve to be eradicated, but my hands are tied with a mountain of red tape, and I don’t want anyone to know who I am investigating.”

“What is the pay?” I asked as I pulled my arms against the handcuffs a bit to test their tension.

“I think you are misunderstanding my offer.” The woman crossed her arms and stared at me with cold green eyes.

“I think you are misunderstanding how much I dislike being enslaved,” I growled.

We stared at each other for almost half a minute. The pretty woman finally smiled and nodded.

“I suppose I could allocate some budget for this. I’ll give you two thousand up front so you can work your way into their graces. Then I’ll give you ten thousand when you’ve delivered me the correct recordings of Izetta. Oh, I’ll also give you back your card here,” she said as she pulled the R-credit card out of her suit pocket. “You really should get this tied to an account. I could just spend this all, and no one would ask any questions.” The woman turned from the piece of plastic and bore her green eyes into mine. “Any reason you didn’t want to get an account set up?”

“No reason, we planned on making our stay short,” I said carefully.

“Ahh. Makes sense then. Do you know anything about tigers?” she asked as she slipped my R-credit card back in her pocket.

“Tigers?” I asked after I swallowed.

“It’s really too bad that I don’t have the security footage of the bank. There were all sorts of interesting eyewitness accounts about the robbery. They sound a bit strange, but I don’t have the footage, so I’m left to imagine the scene as they have described.”

“I don’t know anything about that,” I said as I looked at my arms. “You mind taking these cuffs off?”

“Do you agree to work with me?” she asked.

“Yeah. We don’t mind helping people, but we are in a hurry. I’ll get my friends, you can give us the starting money, and we’ll--”

“Ahhh. See that will be a problem,” the woman tsked and shook her head.

“What will be a--”

“I’ve dealt with your kind plenty of times.” She frowned.

“My kind?”

“Yes. Criminals. You all can’t be trusted. If I let the three of you go, you’ll just jump on that fancy spaceship of yours and blast off. It would make me quite sad.”

“No, I gave my word I would help you. I understand that I violated your laws, I don’t want to--” I began to say, but the woman raised a gloved hand and cut me off.

“No. I’m still not convinced you won’t leave either of them behind and run. You’ll need to do this yourself.”

“If you want results, I need my friends. We won’t leave.” I was doing my best to control my anger, but I guessed the woman saw my frustration.

“Results, huh?” She sighed and reached into her pocket. A second later she was lighting another cigarette with a match. Part of me wanted to plead my case again, but I could tell from her body language that she was thinking about it.

“Very well. I’ll let you take one of your women. The other one will stay here as collateral. If you don’t finish the job in a week, I’ll throw her out of the airlock and then come after you.”

“That is rather extreme,” I growled and tried to force the animal back into my stomach. I realized that the creature in my soul thought of both of my friends as my mates, and it wanted to kill this bitch for threatening them.

“I keep granting you favors, and you seem ungrateful.” The woman sighed and blew out another plume of smoke. Perhaps the movement of her lips across the cigarette might have been considered arousing, but my dislike for the redheaded woman was making it hard to have any other emotion besides rage.

“And you seem like a bitch,” I growled. “There is no need to threaten my friends or me. You’ve offered to pay me.”

“Hmmm.” She smiled and shook her head. “I always seem to end up being called a bitch. Makes me think I might have poor people skills. Yet somehow I’m in charge. Which one of your women will you take with you?”

I thought for a few moments about the task ahead. I realized that both of my friends were “hackers” in their own fashion. Eve could hack minds, and Z computers. If this were a tactical mission that involved shooting a lot of people in some sort of high security military base, Z would be the obvious choice, but this job seemed to be about winning the favor of some small time criminal bosses. Eve’s abilities would be invaluable. I hated to leave either of them alone in prison, but I felt as if Eve might have the stronger personality, and might weather the few days of imprisonment better. Then again, she’d spent most of her life in a glass tube.

“Eve,” I said at last.

“That’s the black-haired body mod woman?” the redhead in the uniform asked between puffs of her cigarette.

“Yes,” I answered.

“I think I’ll let you have the blonde one instead. I just wanted to find out which one you liked the most. I’m not surprised. The one with the tattoos is somewhat annoying. She has no respect for authority.”

It took everything I had to keep the tiger from taking over my soul. It told me that it could break free of my bonds. It said to me that it could kill this bitch. It told me that we could be free and that no one would ever hurt my women again.

I almost believed it.

“Eve will be able to help me--”

“You’ve got a week, Adam.” The redhead uncrossed her long legs and stood from her stool. “I’ll have them bring the tattooed girl in, then you can get started. Oh, and take this.” She threw what looked like a transponder toward me. I couldn’t move my hands to catch it, so the small cylinder thudded on my chest. “I’ll expect an update every night.” She spun on her heels to walk out the door, and her red hair passed through the air like a wave of flame.

I wanted to say something that would change her mind, but every word that wanted to pour out of my mouth was a curse. I decided the best course of action was just keeping my mouth closed.

“One small detail I nearly forgot.” She turned her head to look at me as her hand touched the door handle. “You aren’t a member of my security team. No one knows you are working for me, and I’ll deny that you are. So make sure you are on your best behavior moving forward. If Huyan and Byron need you to do something to prove your loyalty, you better not get caught, or else you’ll end up right back here, lose a bunch of time, and your red-eyed sex toy will take a swim with the stars. Got it?”

“Yeah,” I spat the only word I knew I could say without making my situation worse.

“Awww. Am I making you upset? I’d be concerned, except I don’t really care about scum.”

“You care about results,” I growled.

“Ahhh, you understand now. Good boy” she said with a mocking tone. “Update me in eight hours.” Then she walked out the door, and I was alone with the beeping of the machines that were attached to my chest.

Well, I was alone except for the animal that raged within my soul.
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Chapter 4

Two guards brought Z into my room ten minutes later. She was wearing the clothes I had last seen her in as well as a pair of handcuffs around her wrists. She didn’t say anything when they unlocked the metal bands, but the malice in her blue eyes was more than apparent when she crossed her arms over her chest.

The two guards were wearing light military plate armor with helmets covering the top part of their heads. They each wore stun batons on their hips, and one of them pulled the weapon from his belt when the other moved to unlock me.

“You don’t need to worry,” I said to the one that looked ready to fight me.

“Just following orders,” he shrugged.

“I’ve got the card with the credits,” Z said as one guard unlocked me, “and an extra one of her transponders.”

“Okay.” I slowly reached for the transponder that was sitting on my chest and put it in my pocket while I watched the man with the stun baton.

I doubted the weapon would stop me from ripping his head from his shoulders and killing his friend.

“We are in a security garrison or something. Bunch more out in the hallways,” Z said, and I wondered if she’d somehow learned how to read minds like Eve.

“We are going to leave. Then you are going to wait a few minutes, exit out the door. Turn left, and leave the building,” the man unlocking me said after he finished. “You understand?”

“Yeah,” I replied as I sat up in my bed.

“Good riddance,” the guard with the baton said, and then they both exited the door.

“What a bunch of assholes!” Z hissed as soon as the door closed.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she answered as she squeezed her arms around her shoulders.

Our eyes met, and I saw her jaw tremble a bit.

“Come here,” I said as I opened my arms.

Z’s blue eyes filled with tears as she shuffled toward me. She pushed her face into my chest, and I wrapped my arms around her slender shoulders. For a minute or so she sobbed into my chest while I held her. Her arms finally circled my waist, and she pulled herself against me.

“I fucked up,” she gasped.

“What? No, you didn’t.”

“We couldn’t get you away in time. It’s my fault.”

“No. How can you think that? I was the one who killed the men at the bank,” I said with a sigh.

“You were protecting us. They would have hit Eve next.” She sobbed again and rubbed her face against my chest. “I took too much time with their computer.”

“No,” I repeated. “This isn’t your fault, and we’ve got a way out. Did that woman tell you what we have to do?”

“Yeah. Fucking bitch. I want to take one of those stun batons and shove it right up her--”

“We have to focus on getting this mission done, or they will kill Eve. We need to move forward. We’ll have our revenge soon,” I said, but part of my mind knew that I was saying the words to cheer my friend up. I didn’t like this situation one bit, and I was terrified of what would happen if I didn’t get the job done in time.

I was also terrified about what would happen if I did do the job. I didn’t know if this woman would still kill Eve, or even Z and me. She could easily turn this around and use us as the scapegoats.

“Why is this shit so hard?” the blonde woman asked as she pulled her face away from my chest. “We wanted to help people, but they destroyed a whole fucking moon. What if they did the same to Jatal’s moon? What if we get back there and it’s gone? We aren’t helping anyone. We are just leaving a trail of dead. We’ll never be free of Elaka Nota.” Her voice trembled as she spoke and she leaned her face into me again.

“We’ll figure it out,” I said. “But first, we need to free Eve. Was she in the same cell as you?”

“No. Down the hall I think. I was in a solitary confinement cell. They opened the doors to give us food, but that was it.”

“At least you got to eat,” I said. “That’s one problem out of the way.”

“I was looking forward to the steak.” The woman’s sobs turned into a laugh, and she cleared her throat. “But I wanted to eat with you both. Instead, we all ate alone. Fucking bullshit. We saved that bank from getting robbed.” she wiped her nose with the back of her hand and then blinked some of her tears away.

“Let’s get going,” I said. “A few minutes have passed. Sooner we can get this job done the sooner we get Eve back. Then we get supplies and get back to Jatal.”

“Got it, Captain,” Z nodded, and she followed me to the door of my hospital room.

We stepped out into a hallway that smelled of a hospital. The guards who had unlocked my handcuffs stood down the hall about four meters, and they nodded their heads in the other direction. Z and I turned that way and saw the exit doors some fifty meters down. We passed a few pairs of guards, a trio of nurses, and two orderlies as we walked, but everyone just ignored us.

Then we passed a front desk packed with guards. The men and women here were busy taking statements from citizens of the station, and no one paid us any attention. I grabbed onto Z’s hand, and we walked the rest of the way out of the building and into the cobblestone street.

“Easier than I expected,” Z said. “Probably wouldn’t have been if we tried to bust Eve out.”

“Yeah. We need to find out where Huyan Kar and Byron Jacobs are.”

“Tight Uniform Bitch said Kar owned some clubs in this district,” Z said as she pulled out a transponder. “They took my Persephone unit with the map loaded, but it looks like this one has a map as well. They also took my computer, my knife and my stun gun.”

“They took my knife also,” I said as I checked my belt.

“So we’ve got no weapons, none of my hacking gear, 2,000 R-credits, and a map of the station. Did they at least feed you?” Z looked like she was about to cry again.

“I think they put a tube in my stomach when I was sleeping. I don’t feel hungry.” I tried to think of something that would make the blonde woman feel better, and I finally thought of it. “You want to grab something to eat real quick while we think about our next steps?”

“I still want my steak, but it won’t taste as good without Eve around. Let me see what we can find in the way of clubs that also serve food. We can grab a bite and ask the wait staff for information. Yeah. That’s a good idea,” Z smiled a bit, and I guessed she was getting her emotions under control.

“Which way?” I asked her, and she pointed to our right after she glanced at her map.

It took us an hour or so to wander through the streets, check the map, ask for directions for, as Z called it “the hottest club in the District,” and find our way to the place called Benjo. The outside of the building was crafted in a Victorian style, with a pointed steepled roof, stone molding, and decorative archways. The inside of the entrance was covered with wood paneling, and I guessed it must have cost them a lot of R-credits to put the building together.

“Can I help you?” a woman wearing a tight corset dress asked as we approached the front of the door.

“You open for business?” I asked as I looked past the woman at the open door.

“We have a dress code,” she huffed as she looked at our attire.

“Even if we just want a bite to eat?” Z asked.

“Yes. Sorry. It keeps the feel of the place. Come back when you can indulge us.”

“Does Huyan Kar own this place?” my friend asked before I could say anything.

“Yes?” The woman raised a painted eyebrow as if she wanted us to tell her how we knew the man.

“We are friends. Can you--”

“I doubt that.” The woman let out a short laugh. “There are other places in the district to eat. You should go there.”

“Is he here right now?” I asked.

“Should I call security?” Her face soured. “I feel as if I am being too polite.”

“Listen, you surly--” Z started to say, but I grabbed her arm and pulled her away.

“We know he owns the place. That was the goal. Now we need to get inside and meet the guy,” I said after we had walked to the far side of the street.

“Yeah. That’s gonna be hard. That woman wasn’t smitten by your charm, and I don’t have any other ideas.”

“You are fucking with me.”

“Yep,” she said with a shit-eating grin.

“Glad you are feeling better.”

“Walking helps I guess. Maybe we try Byron Jacobs first?” Psycho Bitch said he runs some gambling rings. Maybe I can find info about it on a terminal somewhere.

“There is a hotel,” I said as I nodded to a building down the street. “We’ll need a room regardless. They will probably have a terminal there.”

Z nodded, and we walked toward the building. Most of the citizens we had passed were dressed nicely, but the people in this area were very well dressed. My friend and I stuck out like a rusty pair of nails on a satin sheet, and I could feel Z starting to grow uncomfortable.

“This place is going to be expensive,” she said as we walked under the archway of the hotel.

“I’ll talk to the front desk while you try to find some terminals to use,” I said.

“Good idea. Take the R-credit card and get a room if it isn’t too much. Even if we don’t stay, they will probably have faster ones here.” She pushed the piece of plastic into my hand and then continued walking while I stood in line at the reception counter.

The Victorian flavor to the district was present inside of this hotel, and I admired the wood molding on the walls as I waited. Soon I was at the desk and speaking with a man who wore a fancy looking pinstriped suit.

“How much are rooms?” I asked after we exchanged greetings.

“They are five hundred a night, Sir.”

“Damn,” I sighed. “A bit--”

“We are the only hotel within three kilometers of the District B Entertainment Center.”

“What is that?” I asked.

“The streets around us. We have the best attractions, restaurants, shows, dance clubs, drug rooms, and gambling halls in all of Queen’s Hat.” The man wore a plastic smile, and his eyes flashed down at my clothes.

“Ahh. I just got to the station.”

“Ohhhh, first timer. That explains it,” he said with a practiced nod.

“I stick out that bad, huh?” I chuckled.

“It is fine, Sir.”

“Do the rooms have information terminals I can use to find out about the station?” I asked.

“Yes, Sir. We have the best.”

“You mentioned gambling?”

“Yes. We have a marvelous casino in the hotel, but there is a dress code,” he said with a grimace.

“I’m looking for something a little…” I leaned in closer to the man, and he mirrored my movements. “Off the street, if you know what I mean. Heard there was a guy named Brian Jacob who runs stuff. You heard anything about that?” I said the name wrong so that the man might not think I was too knowledgeable about the topic.

“Ahh.” The man nodded. “You’ll want to visit our casino then. The dealers there know all the best places to gamble. You will need to use your keycard to enter, and we do have a dress code. How many nights will you be staying with us?”

“Let’s do one night,” I answered. “Where can I get new clothes?”

“We have a tailor located on our mezzanine level, but there are other tailor shops within a five-minute walk. The concierges can give you directions when you wish to leave.”

“Thanks,” I said as I gave the man my R-credit card. I half expected the thing not to work, but he presented it back to me with a smile and then gave me directions to my room. I thanked him again and then went to find Z.

She had managed to sneak into the hotel’s business center, and I found her hammering her fingers on one of the keyboards. There was another woman in the room working with one of the systems, so I leaned in close to Z so that we could whisper to each other.

“You might be surprised to know that I can’t just do a database search for ‘underground gambling rings in District B.’”

“I didn’t think it would be that easy,” I said.

“Yeah, I know, but sometimes I feel like you think I can do all this shit with computers like it’s a magic trick or something. I don’t have my interface. It’s going to take a while,” Z glanced at the other woman working in the room, and her jaw hardened.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“I got a lead, and a room,” I said, and she nodded as she glanced at the other woman a final time.

Then we both left the business center, walked to the elevator, and rode it up to the floor of our room.

“Did she say something to you?” I asked as we rode the lift.

“Who?”

“The woman in the room.”

“She didn’t need to. A look was enough. I fucking hate people sometimes,” The blonde woman closed her eyes and leaned against the wall of the elevator. “I miss Eve. Ha, you would think I would be terrified of someone who could see all the ugly shit going on up in my brain, but she doesn’t judge me.”

“We’ll get her back,” I said as the doors opened.

We walked down the hall and into our room. It was an opulent set, with a massive four post canopy bed and a desk hutch that concealed a data terminal. The room also had a high wing couch, and a bathroom with a clawfoot tub.

“Damn, how much was it a night?” Z asked after she poked her head in the bathroom.

“Five hundred,” I answered.

“Five hundred? For the night?” she gasped.

“Yeah.”

“That’s a quarter of our funds! How are we going to--”

“I’d like you to keep fishing for info on Huyan Kar and Byron Jacobs,” I said as I pointed at the desk with the terminal.

“Yeah, but what are we going to do for money?”

“I’ll worry about that. I just need you to work on the computer,” I said as I moved to the door.

“Okay, but where are you going?” she asked.

“I’m going to go spend some more money.”


[image: ]

Chapter 5

I returned a few hours later with new clothes for Z and me. I had hit a few shops to try and find the best price and finally ended up back at the first place I’d walked into. The sales girl there flirted with me the most, and I was able to talk her into cutting the price on my entire purchase, so I felt as if I had gotten a bit of a deal.

I’d still spent 600 R-credits on the outfits.

Z didn’t like my plan, but in the time I was gone, she had only been able to get the basic information about Huyan and Byron. We were going to have to do this the old fashioned way: Charm, bribes, or intimidation.

“Are you almost ready?” I asked as I finished putting on my leather dress shoes. My outfit was a black suit with a darker black paisley pattern, white ruffled shirt, and silver ascot tie. I would have never thought to buy it, but the sales girl said it was the latest style.

“Uhhh. I’m working on it,” Z called out from the bathroom. I’d taken a shower first, but she’d gotten out a good forty-five minutes ago and hadn’t left the bathroom yet.

“We’ve got some time,” I said as I looked at the clock. It was set to traditional Earth time and said 8 pm. There were a few restaurants connected to the casino, and I figured we would grab a much-needed meal before we tried to find someone that would tell us about Byron.

“As of now, security officials in District B still haven’t been able to find out who thwarted the robbery on the bank. Witnesses are saying the man who protected them turned into a large striped cat-like creature during the fight, and he left the scene with two women.” The voice on the TV caught my attention, and I turned to watch a news reporter speaking at the camera. She was standing in front of the bank that we’d visited yesterday, or maybe it was the day before. I didn’t know how long I had been asleep.

“Thanks, Terza. Have the security officials released video recordings of the assault?” The camera turned back to a man sitting inside of a studio.

“No, Chuck. They have said that their security footage was ruined during the robbery,” the woman answered.

“That’s a shame. I’m sure everyone would like to see someone change into a cat!” The man laughed, and then he turned his report to another story.

I sighed and rubbed my hand over my face. I doubted Elaka Nota, or the group that experimented on me, would get wind of this report, but I didn’t like the idea of leaving any sort of trail.

The news broadcast also made me think of the security footage I’d asked Z to retrieve. Persephone had shown me a strange solar system on her map, and then the creepy red numbers had scrolled down the holographic image. Part of me wondered if I had dreamed the event since the map changed back as soon as Z called out to me.

The video footage Z finally found showed me walking out of my room, through the bridge, and then standing in front of the map.

I’d stood there for three hours and just stared at the image. The map hadn’t changed, my body hadn’t moved, and it appeared that I actually had imagined the whole thing. The situation made me think that my mind was starting to crack, and I wondered if my transformation was beginning to unravel my mind.

“Uhhh, Captain?” I heard Z call out.

“Yeah?”

“I kinda need your help with something.”

“In the bathroom?” I asked as I walked across the hotel room.

“Just my dress. Sorry,” she said as she opened the door.

The slender blonde woman was wearing the dark gray dress I had bought for her. The garment fit tight across her torso but had an opening at the chest to showcase her cleavage. The bottom part of the dress was cut high and tight in the front to display her long legs, but the back part fell in a wave of dark lace fabric. Like my suit, there was a black paisley pattern across the dress, but each of the flowery waves was stitched on with a dark red thread.

“I’ve been trying to zip it myself, but I just--” she started to say as she pointed at the back of her dress.

“No problem. I’ll get it,” I said as I gestured for Z to turn her back to me. The zipper ran the full length of her back down to the top of her butt. I squeezed the ends of the dress together over her bare skin and zipped it up with a quick motion of my hand.

“Thanks,” she whispered, and I saw that her cheeks were glowing bright red.

“It’s fine. The dress looks good on you,” I said as I glanced down at her stocking covered legs.

“Ahhh. Yeah. It’s kind of fancy.” She coughed a bit and then cleared her throat as she turned her eyes away from me.

I didn’t think she could turn any redder, but her arms looked as if she was sunburned. I got the hint and stepped out of the bathroom.

“You almost ready to go?”

“Uhhhh. Sure. I just need to put on these heels. Thanks for buying low ones.”

“Those are low?” I chuckled as I looked at the shoes. They had platforms on the bottom and would probably give her an extra fifteen centimeters of height.

“I’m being sarcastic,” Z said with a snicker.

“Ahh. The sales girl told me to get those ones.”

“I bet she did. Bitch.” My friend laughed and finished putting the second shoe on. Then she stood and took a few hesitant steps.

“Looks good,” I said.

“Yeah, uhh, you look really good too,” Z crossed her arms and glanced at me out of the corner of her eye. “I mean, you look good. Well, really good is fair, but it’s not like I am trying to say that you don’t normally look good, you do. You are just really handsome in a suit. But, no! I don’t really mean it like that. Just that you’re still taller than me, even with these heels on. That’s, uhhh. I like it, is all, but don’t take it as I’m coming onto you or anything like that. Okay?”

“Okay,” I said, but only because I didn’t know what else to say. I knew how the pretty hacker felt about me, but Eve had indicated that she’d probably grow out of it. I didn’t think confronting her would do anything but make her more uncomfortable. Z knew how I felt about Eve. I didn’t need to badger the point.

“You’re staring at me,” the hacker whispered.

“Yeah, sorry. It’s a nice dress. You ready to go?” I asked as I pointed at the door.

“Yeah,” she replied, and we walked out of our room toward the elevator.

We took the lift down to the casino floor and showed our room card to the suited guards at the front door. They nodded after they checked it and then gestured for us to enter.

The casino was much as I expected. The same Victorian theme was appointed to the carpet, wallpaper, crown molding, employees, and guests. I estimated the area to be about nine-hundred square meters, and there were numerous game tables. The night was still young, but the place was busy enough, and I began to worry that we might not be able to speak with a dealer in a private fashion.

“We gonna grab some food?” Z said as she gestured to the nice looking restaurants on the far side of the casino.

“Yeah, let’s go,” I replied, and we began to walk across the floor.

“We don’t have to eat anywhere nice. Eve isn’t with us,” Z said as we approached.

“What do you mean?” I asked as I looked at the blonde woman.

“Oh, just ummm. Well, I wish Eve was here. You don’t have to treat me to anything special.”

“You are my friend and my crewmate. It is our money,” I said with a shrug.

“Yeah, but we don’t have a lot left. I’m not used to this,” she said as she gestured down to her lovely dress. “Eve should be here with you, not me. Why did you pick me? I’m kind of confused.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said as I pointed at the second restaurant ahead of us. “This place looks good. Steakhouse. You wanted a steak.”

“Uhhh. Yeah. Sure,” the hacker said with a nod, and we continued our walk.

I noticed all the men we passed looked at Z with desire, but they turned away before I could make eye contact with them. We got a seat in the restaurant easily enough, and our table overlooked one of the casino thoroughfares.

“Can we afford this? How much of that 2,000 do you have left?” Z asked after she opened a menu.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said as I looked down at mine.

“Uhh, it’s like 50 R-credits a plate. I’m sure this place is great, but should we eat somewhere else? We are going to be cash-starved soon.”

“Money comes in fast when you work for a criminal organization. If we can hook up with Byron or Huyan, I’ll probably end the night with a few thousand,” I replied.

“Huh?” She squinted at me.

“I used to work for the Yakuza on Ganymede. I have confidence that I can get a job with either Byron or Huyan. Those types of men are always looking for ex-marines who possess loyalty combined with questionable morals.”

“I see,” Z said as she glanced down at her menu. Then her blue eyes danced back to my face. “How did you get involved with the Yakuza? I thought you were a marine?”

“I was. My, ahhh, family needed money, and I couldn’t get enough working for the Jupiter Marines. I had to desert.”

“Damn. That must have been hard for you,” she said with a frown.

I didn’t know how to reply. Was it hard? Yeah, but I’d done plenty of challenging assignments before. It was frustrating because I felt as if I had been forced to choose between my mother and sister, or my oath to serve. It shouldn’t have been that way, but I knew life wasn’t fair. I’d become a deserter, and put a bounty on my head, but I did it because I needed to take care of them.

A man had to take care of his family.

“Did you get them enough money?” Z asked after I didn’t reply.

“Yeah. They had medical bills. I got enough to pay them off and then some.”

“Where are they now?” she asked.

“Still on Ganymede. I think. I haven’t seen them since I went to prison.”

“Prison?” Z gasped, but then the waitress came, and we placed our order.

“You aren’t going to get the Porterhouse?” I asked her after she ordered the filet, but Z just shook her head.

I ordered a ribeye, and then the waitress left.

“What about prison?” my friend asked after a few moments. She looked down at her utensils.

“Bunch of us got caught. I took the fall for them. They said they’d take care of my mom and sister,” I explained as I rubbed the bridge of my nose. I didn’t want to talk about it, but I figured Z should know about my past.

“Did they send you to jail on Trappist-1e? I’m confused about how you ended up as a tiger-man.”

“They ran some tests on me when I first went to prison. On Ganymede, you’re allowed to be sold as a slave when you are convicted of a crime. The prison handed me over to a group of scientists. They changed me and put an explosive control collar on my neck. I lost track of the number of missions I went on. I should have died a long time ago, but I didn’t. On the last one, they wanted me to break into this megatower and retrieve a ‘live sample’.

“I’m guessing that was Eve?” Z asked.

“Yeah. I didn’t know anything. Only that I had to retrieve the sample. As soon as I saw her, she used her power to take off my collar. I was given my freedom, and she asked me to help her escape from the planet.” I shrugged.

“And here we are,” Z said with a slight smile. The young woman really was beautiful, and I could understand why she was getting stares from the men we had walked by.

“How about you?” I asked as I scanned the crowd walking through the casino.

“I grew up on Trappist-1e. Parents were rich enough to send me to school, but I didn’t really take to it. Found it exceptionally boring. Then dad lost his job. It was hard to make ends meet with only mom’s money.” Z stared out at the crowd for a few moments and swallowed hard. “Dad took a walk one day, never came back. Dunno what happened to him. Never did. Mom tried to pay for stuff, but shit was tough, you know?”

“Yeah,” I answered.

“I got into computers thinking I could get a corporate gig. I got pretty good with just teaching myself. Ended up landing a position with a small corporation. I was proud of myself. Mom was too, money started coming in, and she was able to quit one of her jobs. My boss said I could get a promotion if I did some ‘extra’ work for him. I told him no. Looking back, I should have been more polite about it.” Z let out a long sigh and finally looked at me. “Uhh. Nothing happened. I got out of there, but I was pretty beat up. When I got home, I found mom dead. The place was ransacked.”

“I see,” I said as I tried to control my anger. The thought of anyone hurting Z made the beast in my stomach lash out against my mental blocks.

“For a long time, I blamed myself. I should have just fucked him. I would have gotten a raise and mom would have been alive. Part of me still thinks that sometimes.”

“No. Don’t blame yourself for the actions of evil men,” I said as I reached across the table to hold her hand. Her touch cooled the anger I was feeling.

“Yeah. I know. Just took a while to forgive myself. You probably think the same way about your past,” she said.

“Yeah. I do. Now I feel as if I’ve been given a second chance.”

“Me too,” she whispered, and our eyes stared into each other's for a few moments. “Ahhh. Anyways, I started using my skills to dig into the guy. Ends up he’s done that kind of shit before. I got some evidence and sent it to my old employers, but they didn’t do anything. Then I decided to take matters into my own hands.”

“What did you do?”

“I reprogrammed the autopilot on his car. He drove off one of the freeways and dropped thirty meters. Kaboom,” she raised the hand I wasn’t holding and dropped it on the table.

“He deserved it,” I said.

“Yeah,” she sighed and then nodded behind me. The waitress brought our food over, and I let go of my friend’s hand so we could eat.

“Oh. My. Sweet. Stars.” Z let out a moan after she took her first bite of her steak. Her eyes seemed to roll back in her head, and her shoulders slumped.

“It’s good,” I agreed as I took my second bite of the grilled beef. My cut had a lot of fat on it, and it tasted wonderful.

“I’m sad Eve isn’t here. I feel like I shouldn’t enjoy this as much as I am,” Z said as she cut another bite off.

“We’ll get her back. I’m confident. She would want us to enjoy the meal,” I said.

“Yeah. It’s kind of nice spending time alone with you,” the blonde woman said. Then her face turned red, and she waved her hand in the air. “I just mean that it’s nice not to get shot at while I’m alone with you. Uhhh. I would prefer that Eve was here.”

“I get it,” I said.

“Okay, good.” Z let out a sigh. “But uhhh. Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

“I already asked you this, but you didn’t really answer. The redhead bitch said you wanted me to go with you instead of Eve. I thought that you and she were, uhhh…”

“Together?” I asked.

“Hey, it isn’t any of my business. So you don’t have to tell me, but I’m just… Ugh. You guys didn’t like… sleep together on our trip from Gliese 876. Not that I was watching! I just kind of… shit...This is so fucking awkward.” She turned red again and then looked down at her plate.

I thought about telling her the truth, but I knew that it would hurt her feelings. I also didn’t want to lead her on. I did care about Z.

“So?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“So?” I repeated.

“Ugh. You are going to make me say it?” She sighed and looked down at her food. “Look, this is totally dumb. I shouldn’t be even thinking this way. I don’t really know you. You don’t really know me, but I know what I feel when you are around me. It’s so stupid that I feel this way. I’m sorry. I was gonna tell you in the cave because I thought we were going to die, and I’ve been stewing on it ever since.”

She bit her lower lip and looked at me. She was scared, and she knew what I was going to say, but she still wanted my response.

I opened my mouth to answer the question she hadn’t actually asked, but I saw a man walk through the crowd. He was a tall guy, with a bald head and a nice suit. He was surrounded by three muscular men wearing less-expensive looking suits.

“Byron Jacobs,” I said as I nodded.

“Where?” She spun. “I see him.”

We watched him turn at the tables and walk over to a dealer. It looked like it was a blackjack table, and the bald man leaned into the uniformed man for a few minutes. There was only one other man at the table, and he didn’t seem to look annoyed by the interruption.

Byron finished talking to the man, put something in his hand, and then nodded toward the back part of the casino floor. Then he walked away with his three goons, and I saw him enter a door at the far side of the room.

“What does the sign above that door say?” Z said as soon as he walked inside. “It’s too far for me to see it.”

“Velvet Lounge,” I answered. “It is a VIP room.”

“So what’s the plan?” she asked as she turned back to me.

“Let’s finish and then talk to that dealer. Maybe he can get us into the room without violence.”

“Without violence?” she asked with a grimace.

“Yeah. We are getting into that room either way.”

“I was afraid you were going to say that.”
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Chapter 6

Z and I finished our dinner quickly, exchanged 500 R-credits for chips, and then made our way to the blackjack table that Byron had visited. Two people were playing now, but it looked like the dealer was bored.

“You know how to play?” Z whispered in my ear as we walked closer.

“I’ve played some.”

“I’m good,” she admitted.

“Want to play?” I asked.

“Ahh. No. You play.”

“Why? You can--”

“We don’t have a lot of credits, and I don’t see any other women playing. I’ll give you advice.”

“Got it,” I said. Then we reached the table, and the dealer gave us a nod.

“Just one?” he asked. The man looked young. Maybe early twenties in Earth years, but it was hard to tell the exact age of people who lived on space stations.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Got it. Place your bet, please,” he said as he pointed to the sign near him that said there was a 20 R-credit minimum.

I put two chips on the table and felt Z’s hand rest on my shoulder. She leaned over so that her stomach was pressed against my back, but I didn’t mind her close proximity.

The dealer slid me an eight of clubs, then he gave the other two men an ace of hearts and a four of diamonds. He dealt himself a jack of spades and then gave me a ten of hearts. The man with the ace of hearts got a nine of diamonds, and the man with the four of diamonds got a five of hearts.

“I think you should stand,” Z whispered, and her thumb rubbed across the back of my shoulder.

“No shit,” I whispered back with a chuckle.

“But we’ll still lose,” she said.

Sure enough, the gambler next to me asked for a hit and got the ten of clubs. It brought him up to twenty-one with his three cards, but it would have busted me. The other man doubled down, got a five, and let out a loud sigh. The dealer gave himself a ten of hearts to get twenty, and he took my chips off the table.

“Busy night tonight?” I asked the dealer as I put two more chips on the table.

“Yep,” he answered with a nod as he dealt out the next hand. I ended up with a three and an eight, so Z advised me to hit by tapping her thumb on my shoulder. We ended up getting a queen of spades, and the dealer busted.

“How long have you been working here?” I asked him as he put out the next hand.

“About a year,” he answered.

I had an eight and ten now, but Z asked me to double down by pressing her thumb into my back twice. I put another two chips on the table, and the dealer shrugged before dealing me a three of diamonds.

“Got a hot woman and a big set of balls!” the man next to me said, and I gave him a smile.

The other two men busted. The dealer dealt himself a nine, and that took him to twenty-four.

We lost the next hand but then won the following next three. Z asked me to either split or double down on each of them, and we ended up sitting on a small stack of chips.

“You only deal here?” I asked the man as I flipped him a chip as a tip.

“Few other places,” he said as he plucked the chip from the air and put it in his pocket.

“Ahh,” I said as he laid out the next hand.

Z didn’t say anything during the games. She’d press twice on my shoulder with her thumb when she wanted me to double down, tap once for a hit, sweep her finger across when she wanted me to split, and do nothing when she wanted me to stand. There were more than a few times where I thought that she’d made a mistake, and stayed when she should have hit or vice versa, but I followed her instructions, and we ended up winning five out of every six hands.

Soon our small stack of chips was pretty large, and I’d increased my bets so that we were putting fifty R-credits down for each hand.

A few other people came to sit at our table, and Z was making smaller movements with her fingers to not be noticed. I continued to tip the dealer every four or so wins, and I began to wonder if the only reason we lost hands was so that it wouldn’t look like we were counting cards.

“You’re on fire tonight,” the dealer finally said after I upped my bets to a hundred R-credits. We were sitting on over eight thousand now, and I began to see some of the floor bosses giving us glances. I knew we hadn’t put much of a dent in their bank, but I was sure most of the casino managers were smart enough to keep an eye on people who were winning much more than they were losing.

“Thanks, I’m looking for another game though,” I leaned toward him when I spoke and hoped the man sitting next to me didn’t hear me over the drone of the crowd.

“What kind of game?”

“Something private,” I said as I nodded to the far side of the room where the VIP entrance was. “Can I get in there?”

“Buy in there is five grand,” he said with a shrug.

“Looks like I’ll have to keep winning then,” I said as I laid down two hundred.

We lost that hand but then won the next three. Then we lost two more but won the next six. Z was really damn good at blackjack, and we never lost a hand when she motioned for me to double down or split.

Half an hour later we were sitting on almost thirty grand, and I wondered if I should come back here once we got our 80,000 R-credit card back so that the blonde woman could turn it into a few hundred thousand. If both Eve and Z teamed up to hit the casinos, the women probably could make hundreds of thousands of R-credits.

“How about now?” I asked him as I gestured to my stack. The floor managers were circling like sharks now, and I guessed that they were going to ask Z and me to leave in the next few minutes. Especially since we weren’t drinking any of the alcohol the waitresses kept offering.

“You have to know someone,” the dealer said as he glanced over his shoulder.

“I know you,“ I said as I rolled him a 100 R-credit chip.

“I’m nobody,” he said as he pocketed the piece of plastic.

One of the floor managers stepped up to the table with a young woman dressed in a uniform. She carried a case of cards and another case of chips.

“Sorry folks, we are going to switch out the dealer,” the manager said as he looked at me.

“Hope I didn’t get him in trouble,” I said to the boss as I nodded at the young man that had dealt for the last hour.

“No, sir.” The man smiled, but his expression wasn’t friendly. “We just like to mix things up at tables.”

“I think I should take a break then,” I said as I stood. Z still rested her hand on my shoulder, and I felt her fingers slide down my back.

“Very well, sir.” The man nodded at us as the new dealer sat down.

“They are on to me. I tried to throw more hands, but I can’t help being so fucking smart,” Z whispered to me as we walked away from the table with our chips.

“Where did you learn to count cards?” I asked.

“It’s just math. I’m good at math.” She looked over her shoulder behind us and I saw her eyes open. “Ahhh shit. Two of the penguins are following us.”

“Let’s play another game,” I said as I pulled her over to the roulette table.

“Ugh. Talk about bad probabilities. We’ll never make any money here,” she hissed.

“Doesn’t matter, throw some money on a number.” I turned to watch the suited men walk down one of the aisles. They were obviously trying not to watch us, but they couldn’t really come out and accuse us of counting cards. I guessed that they were going to try to herd us to games where we couldn’t count, or ask if they could upgrade our suite to get us off the floor.

Z took some of the chips out of my hand and placed them on the table randomly. While she pretended to be enthralled by the process, I glanced back at the blackjack table and tried to pick out the man who had been dealing to us. My sharp eyes cut through the moving crowd, and I saw him walk toward the VIP room. There wasn’t a guard at the door, and the man opened it, looked over his shoulder, and then walked inside.

“I wonder if we can--”

“Holy shit!” Z screamed, and I felt her nails dig into the sleeves of my jacket. I turned to look at the roulette table and saw that the ball rested on one of the numbers she had put a hundred chip on. The croupier congratulated us, and then passed us three 1,000 chips and a single five hundred.

“We are lucky,” I said as I glanced back to the two men that were following us through the casino. They were still watching us, so I motioned for Z to put more chips down.

We played for another fifteen minutes, and then I saw the men drift back through the tables. It was the result I wanted, so I tugged on Z’s arm, and we meandered through the tables toward the VIP room. I reasoned that we were still being observed on camera by the security staff, so we stopped at a few more tables before we finished our sojourn to the VIP door.

“If they are watching us, we’ll only have a few minutes to do what we need to do,” I said to Z as I tried the door handle. It was unlocked, and I swung it open.

“What do you mean by ‘do what we need to do?’ I feel like that’s Adam talk for ‘I’m going to start killing fuckers until someone gives me what I want,’ and here I thought we were going to be sly.”

“I’m not much for subtlety,” I said as I stepped into the dark hallway beyond the door. Z followed close behind me, and we hurried down the corridor toward the distant lamp light ten meters ahead.

The walls were crafted of brick that looked to have been smoothed by hundreds of years of weather, but there was obviously no rain here, so I guessed they must have been artificially worn to create the effect of age. We rounded the corner by the far lamp and came to a set of double doors of thick glass trimmed in oak. Beyond the glass, I saw another large gambling room. Unlike the main space of the hotel, this one was dimly lit, filled with the smoke from countless cigarettes and vape machines, and the clientele looked dangerous.

It was my kind of place.

There was a big man in a fancy suit at the door. He was watching the screen of a handheld device when we first turned the corner, but he put it in his coat and held up his palm as we approached.

“We’re closed,” he said.

“We know,” I replied as I put a 100 chip in his hand. The man glanced at it before opening the door for us.

“Have a good time. Stay out of trouble,” he said as we walked inside.

“That was easy,” Z whispered to me after the guard closed the door behind us.

“Things tend to be if you have money. Nice work on the card counting, by the way.”

“Ahh. Not a big deal. I’m good at math and numbers. Didn’t realize how useful it would be until I started working with computers.”

“You missed your calling as a gambler, but I’m glad you got into computers, or we wouldn’t have met,” I said to the blonde woman.

“Yeah, I’m also glad we met.” Z’s cheeks blushed again. “Uhh. I don’t like the whole getting shot at part, but everything else has been great. I feel like I have a purpose now beyond just earning money to pay for food.”

“We won’t ever be free of that task,” I said as I looked around the room. The scent of old fashioned tobacco mixed pleasantly with the scented vapor smoke. They tickled my sensitive nose, and I inhaled to pick up other scents from the fifty or so gamblers in the back room: Expensive fabric, perfume, drugs, and the musk of arousal.

“I see Byron,” Z said, and I felt her fingers twist against my bicep to turn me toward the adjacent corner. There were a few dark alcoves against the wall there, and I could see the bald man sitting with his entourage.

“Let’s head over,” I growled.

“How you gonna play this?” she asked as we threaded through the well-dressed crowd.

“I’ll ask for a job,” I answered.

“That’s it?” she moaned.

“Sure. Or I’ll ask Byron if he knows if Huyan Kar is hiring.”

“We are going to get killed,” she said with a sigh.

“We’ll be fine. I know these types.”

“I trust you,” she whispered before we stepped up to the alcove.

The bald man was flanked by two blonde women that looked like twins. Each wore tight frilly bodysuits tied to lace stockings. The three men I saw walk with Byron were on the ends of the couch, and they each focused their eyes on Z before looking at me. The men looked bored, or drunk since there were two empty vodka bottles on the table and a half full absinthe bottle.

“You Byron Jacobs?” I asked the man.

“Who’s asking?” he asked me as his eyes narrowed. He seemed to have his wits about him, and I guessed this was probably going to be easier than Z feared.

“I’m Adam. I heard you were hiring,” I replied.

“Who’s the dame?” he asked as he nodded at Z.

“My woman. I’ve worked muscle back in the Sol System.”

“Eh.” He’d been eyeing Z, but then his face soured. “Not looking to hire any muscle. Who said I was looking?”

“Guy that worked for Huyan Kar. I forget his name. Real ugly fucker,” I said as I forced a smile to my lips.

“Oi. Dirty Hank.” Byron chuckled.

“That could have been him. Said you needed a new bodyguard, or three.”

“Naw. I’m good, mate,” Byron said as he reached for the glass on the table in front of him. The liquid had a slight green tint, and I guessed it was some sort of absinthe.

“Yeah, I normally don’t do bodyguard work. As I said, used to work in the Sol System. Jupiter actually. Did a spell with the Yakuza there. Banks and such. I did work their casinos for a bit. That was why I went to Huyan, actually. Heard he owns most of them in this district, but the ugly guy said I needed to talk to you.”

“Nice story, but I’m not hiring. Well…” The man’s face turned into a lecherous sneer, and he looked at Z. “Unless I can hire your woman. She’s high quality.”

“Looks like you already have two,” I replied before Z could spit out something snarky, “but it seems like you need some new bodyguards. What’s the pay like?”

“Oi, you daft? I’m telling you no. My guys are--” Byron started to reply, but I didn’t wait for him to finish.

I stepped close to the table and punched down into the face of the guard on the right. The man hadn’t expected me to attack, so he didn’t have a chance to block. His nose exploded, and his skull cracked when I hit him.

The two guards were on the other side of the table, but they weren’t prepared for my attack, and I was able to pivot around the table on my left foot as I brought my right leg over the top. The toe of my dress shoe hammered the farthest guard in the face as I grabbed the other man’s hair. He let out a gasp when I grabbed him, and he squealed with pain when I slammed his face into the table. The first hit didn’t knock him out, so I pounded his face into the table two more times. Each impact bounced the collection of glasses and bottles into the air at least ten centimeters, and I saw the twin blonde women cower behind Byron.

“See? Looks like you need three new bodyguards,” I growled at the bald man as I let go of the guard I’d just face planted into the table. “What is the pay like?”

Byron was doing his best to hide his shock, but I could see his hand tremble when he lifted his glass up to his mouth. I’d heard a few gasps of surprise from the gamblers on the floor behind us, but no one had actually shouted or screamed, so I guessed that security might not come immediately.

“You said you worked muscle?” He asked as he looked at the first man I’d punched. I didn’t think the man was dead, but he probably would be unless he got hospital care soon. Maybe I should have felt sorry, but these were bad men, and I’d crush thousands of them to protect Eve.

“Yeah, Yakuza. Jupiter.”

“You’re a long way from home. You gotta ship?”

“I do, but I’m looking for employment on the station. I do what I’m told, keep my mouth shut, and like solving problems,” I said as I looked at the man I’d kicked. I guessed that he’d probably wake up first.

“Alright. I’m interested. Adam was your name?” he asked.

“Yeah. What’s the pay?”

“I paid these guys a hundred and fifty a day, but I’m starting to think I overpaid them.” Byron laughed, and the sound was unpleasant.

“I’ll take two fifty. I’m saving you money,” I said with a smile.

“Oi! I like the way you think.” The man looked at Z and then back to me. “I’ve actually got a problem that I’ve been trying to solve. If you can fix it, I’ll throw you another five hundred.”

“What’s the job,” I asked as I grabbed the shoulder of the man on the right that I punched.

Byron and his women’s eyes widened as I picked up the unconscious guard with one hand and tossed him into the empty alcove of booths next to us. Then I slid into the man’s spot and gestured for Z to sit on my lap. The blonde hacker perched on my leg and laid her arm across my shoulders.

“You’re fucking strong, Mate. You a druggie or something? Cyborg?” Byron asked as he looked at my arms.

“Just strong. What’s the problem?” I asked.

“I’ve got a meeting later tonight with some people I don’t like. I was feeling a bit like I might cancel, but now I’m feeling like you might handle them if things go upside down.”

“Sounds good. Where is the meeting?” I asked.

“Smoke shop a few blocks over. We’ll be heading there in an hour.” Byron pulled one arm from around the shoulder of one of the twin blonde woman, rubbed it over his scalp, and then set it on her lap.

“Who are we meeting?” I asked.

“How long you been on Queen’s Hat?” he asked, and I saw his fingers begin to rub the woman between the legs. She bit her lip and leaned into him.

“Long enough to get into trouble, but not long enough to know the lay of the land. I’ve just been in District B.

“I’ll give you some details then, Mate. There is a gang out of District C. Call themselves The Bettas. They have been taking out some of my dealers, so I took out a few of theirs. I hit ‘em real fucking hard. Then they called for a parlay, said they’d come to me, but just wanted one guard accompanying me.”

“How many men do you have?” I asked as I tried to keep my eyes off the woman Byron was masturbating. I guessed that he wanted to do it to distract me because he didn’t seem like the kind of guy who cared about his lover having an orgasm.

“Enough, but those three were my best.” He frowned and looked at the one I’d kicked in the face.

“Now you have someone better,” I said.

“I’m thinking so, Mate. Can you shoot?” he asked.

“If you’ve got a gun. They seem to be uncommon here,” I said with a gesture to the room. I saw some suit wearing men approaching out of the corner of my eye, and Byron turned to look at them.

“There a problem here Mr. Jacobs?” One of the four men asked.

Byron took his hand away from his woman’s crotch and stared at me for a moment. For a few seconds, I wondered if he was going to tell them to deal with me, but I held his eyes and the tension between us relaxed.

“Yeah, can you take them to the hospital? They seemed to have a problem with their alcohol.” The gangster tossed a few 500 chips on the coffee table.

“We’ll take care of them,” one of the men said as he snatched up the chips. The other guards grabbed the men I’d just beat up, and I watched them lug the unconscious bodies around the perimeter of the gambling hall.

“I like your woman, Mate,” Byron commented, and I turned around to face him. He was staring at Z’s legs. “She have a name?”

“Z,” I answered before my friend could.

“Oi! Like the letter?” he asked with confusion.

“Yeah,” I replied.

“She’s a looker. Got some fire in her eyes. I think she doesn’t like you much. You buy her?”

“No,” I said, and I felt Z tense as she sat on my lap.

“Just doesn’t seem affectionate is all. Not like my girls,” the bald man turned to the girl he’d been rubbing, and she made a slightly exaggerated swoon. Not to be outdone, the other woman tugged on Byron’s arm and began to lick the side of his neck.

“See? I got other girls like this. All of them love me. I just brought these tonight because I like the blonde ones.” Byron’s eyes fixed on Z, and he licked his lips slowly.

“You are a lucky man,” I said with a shrug. “You were asking about my shooting earlier. You want me to pack a gun?”

“I had the smoke shop owner put a sawed-off under the table where we will be sitting.” Byron gestured to his other woman, and she started necking him like her sister.

“So, you are expecting trouble?” I asked. Z was wiggling a bit on my lap, and her hand was squeezing my shoulder. I didn’t know what was going through her mind, but I was a bit surprised she hadn’t said something snarky to the man when he gave her one of his many lecherous looks.

“Always. Especially when a strange man with a girl that is just my type shows up at one of my favorite spots, fucks up my men, and then asks me a bunch of questions.” Byron reached to the coffee table and grabbed his glass of greenish liquid. “You want a glass?”

“No,” I answered. “I’m just looking for work--”

“You seem honest when you say that, but I’m feeling like this is a bit of a setup. The drink just confirmed it.” The bald man shook his head, and the women stopped kissing him.

I looked into their eyes and realized the twin blondes with the lingerie were actually his bodyguards.

“You said we had a job. I don’t like to drink before that’s all. Especially when it is absinthe. If that is what you are drinking.” I forced myself to smile at the women. Their game was convincing, maybe they really were Byron’s lovers, or perhaps his slaves, but I’d glimpsed their hard edge there for half a second. The two beauties had the eyes of killers, and even though I couldn’t see any weapons on them, I noticed that they were really careful with the way they moved their fingers across their boss’ clothes.

“I might believe that, but your girl is strange, Mate.”

“Why am I strange?” Z asked.

“He buy you?” the bald man asked as he gestured to me.

“No. I’m here because I want to--”

“He’s your lover?” the woman on the left asked.

“Yes,” Z answered quickly.

“Liar,” the other woman said with a frown.

“Fuck you,” Z hissed at the woman.

Byron’s girls both laughed, and the bald man smiled a shit-eating grin.

“Oi! See? She’s got the fire. The passion, but she’s awkward around you, Mate. You’ve never fucked. So what’s the deal? You both cops or something?”

“Do we look like fucking cops?” Z answered. “You’re wrong. My man wants work. He’s already kicked the shit out of your goons, what else do you need? To watch us fuck or something?”

“Yes,” both of the women said in unison. They leaned forward on the couch and looked at us like we were pieces of meat.

“No,” I answered. “We aren’t cops. Just looking for work. My relationship with my woman is of no concern to you. I don’t question your relationship with these two, or the other girls you didn’t bring. You’ve seen what I can do. I’d like a job. If you are pulling back the offer, I’ll go look for employment somewhere else.”

“Mate, I’ve lived a long time on this station. Started as a rat and grew to where I am today by sly guile. I know when something is stinky. Yeah, you took out my guys easy. Yeah, I could use your help tonight, but you’re lying about the woman sitting on your lap. I can sense it, and so can my girls. If you are lying about this, what else you lying about? Can I trust you to take care of me tonight? No, Mate. I can’t.” Byron shrugged.

“I guess we’ll be going then,” I said as I moved my left hand to Z’s waist so I could pull her off my lap.

Then Byron slammed his palm down on the coffee table. “You’re not leaving until I get some fucking answers.”

I stared at the man and noticed that the twin blondes had disengaged their fingers from him. They held their hands flat on their thighs and slowly moved the digits through the air. Did they have blades under the nails? Poison on them?

I didn’t want to find out. There was absolutely no fear in Byron’s eyes, even after I beat the shit out of the other three men he was with. The gangster knew that his two women would kill me.

“What kind of answers you looking for?” I asked. My left hand was on Z, and I could feel the tension in her thin body.

“Who do you work for?” he asked.

“Told you. I’m looking for a job--” I began to say, but Z raised up a hand to interrupt me.

“What do you want?”

“Fuck,” the blonde twin on the left said with a shark’s smile.

“We do. Not sure how that’s going to help convince you,” Z said with an exaggerated sigh.

“We’ll watch,” the other twin said, and then the three of them nodded.

“I’m not into that, neither is Adam, sorry.” Z shrugged, but I could feel her body become tenser.

“Oi! No shit! You’re a cop, or someone looking to get close to me.” Byron took another sip of his drink, and the twins leaned forward on the couch. “You both look uncomfortable sitting that way. So tense.”

“It’s because--” I started to explain that we were nervous about meeting him, but then Z turned around on my lap, held her other hand up to my cheek, and kissed me passionately.

Her mouth tasted of the onions and steak she’d eaten, but her lips were soft, warm, and desperate to meet mine. She’d caught me completely off guard, but my body responded to her, and my mouth matched the urgency of her kiss. Our tongues met, danced together, and explored each other’s mouths while my hands wrapped around her waist and pulled her closer against my chest.

My mind was reeling, and it struggled to make sense of what was happening. I hadn’t wanted to kiss Z. I didn’t think I had any sort of physical desire for the pretty blonde hacker, but now that her lips and mine were passionately devouring each other, and our bodies were pressed together, I didn’t know what I felt. Or, I did know what I felt, but the emotions were too fucking confusing, and I didn’t know how I would ever be able to reconcile them.

Z pulled away from my lips, and we both gasped with pleasure, then she ran her tongue up over my chin toward my mouth, where our lips met again for another kiss that didn’t seem to last as long as I wanted.

Then she pivoted on my lap and looked at the gangster and his twin blonde women.

“Damn,” the twin on the left said.

“That was really hot,” the one on the right finished.

“Hottest I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen many,” the first woman said. Then she closed her eyes and let out a sigh.

Both of the women moved their hands to lay back on their boss’ body.

“See? We are lovers. I’m just nervous about showing affection in public,” Z said.

“Oi. You could have just told me.” Byron laughed from his stomach.

The bald man cleared his throat and shifted in his seat a little. One of the women leaned up to whisper in his ear, and the other one fixed her sleepy looking eyes on me. I felt most of the tension leave Z’s body, and her fingers began to stroke my shoulder.

“What do I need to know about tonight?” I asked.

“I lied,” Byron said with a smirk. “Kind of.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, Mate,” he said as the blonde woman whispering in his ear turned her face to stare at me. “The cops think I’m meeting with the gang leader of the Bettas tonight. I was trying to see if you were working for them. You didn’t know anything about it. We are meeting tomorrow, over breakfast. Where are you staying?”

“We have a room here,” I said.

“Good!” he exclaimed. “That means you both will be able to party with us all night!” The gangster raised his hand and waved to one of the casino staff across the room.

“We actually need to get some res--” Z began to say, but I squeezed her hip, and she stopped mid-sentence.

“We want to drink with you,” I said, “but if we have business tomorrow. I prefer to stay frosty so that I can watch your back. I won’t drink much.”

“Ahh, so serious,” one of the blondes said with a sigh.

“But I guess that is why Byron is paying you the big bucks,” said the other woman.

“Two more glasses and another bottle of vodka,” Byron ordered when the waiter appeared.

“Very well sir,” the man replied and then he turned to fetch the booze.

“What about your girl?” the bald man asked me. He didn’t even look at Z.

“I’ll drink,” Z said with a shrug of her shoulders. “Now that we are friends and all.”

“Yes,” said one of the blonde women.

“We are the best of friends,” finished the other, and they both looked at me hungrily.
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Chapter 7

Z and I spent the next three hours drinking with Byron and the two blonde concubines who I thought were his bodyguards. The bald man got rather drunk, hit on Z more than a few times, and ended up almost passing out on the couch. As soon as he began to doze off, one of the women prompted him to give me instructions for tomorrow, and the man told me to meet him in the lobby of the hotel fifteen minutes before nine in the morning.

Then one of the blonde women specified that I needed to come alone.

I’d nursed only two glasses of vodka for the entire three hours, but Z partook of five, and I could tell she was buzzed by the way she rubbed my shoulders, leaned against my chest, and giggled every time I said something close to funny.

She’d been able to walk fine in her high platform heels, and it seemed like most of her buzz had faded by the time we cashed in our chips and returned to the hotel lobby. We used our winnings to book two more nights and then walked to the elevator that would take us up to our room. We had both been silent during our walk, but I imagined she was thinking the same thing I was, and I wasn’t surprised when she opened her mouth to speak.

“So …” she started to say as soon as the elevator doors closed.

“Why did you kiss me?” I asked.

“Uhhh. Didn’t you see what was going on there? Fucker wasn’t happy that we lied to him, and those kitties on his arms looked like they wanted to rip my face off. Something about them was all sorts of crazy.” Z leaned against the opposite wall of the elevator and closed her eyes for a moment.

“I was about to explain--”

“Why did you kiss me back?” she interrupted me.

“You were right. It worked out after we did it,” I said.

“Ugh, you sound like you didn’t like it,” she said.

“Does it matter if I liked it?”

“What if I say it does?” Her blue eyes opened and stared at me. “What if I say that I loved kissing you, and that I thought you returned my kiss, and that I’ve never felt closer to a man than I have with you, and when you kissed me I never wanted it to end?”

I returned her stare for a few moments and carefully thought about what to say.

But I couldn’t think of anything immediately.

“What’s ah matter? Cat got ah your tongue?” she asked before she started to giggle. Her words were slurring together, and a trace of her Trappist - 1e accent was coming out.

“You are drunk,” I said.

“No.” She stopped laughing, and then the elevator door opened.

“Let’s go,” I said, and we walked down the hallway toward our room. Then she did stumble a bit, and I reached out to hold onto her arm.

“Damn shoes,” she hissed, but I didn’t say anything.

We got to our door, and I took out the keycard to open it.

“Why is there just one bed?” she asked as she pulled free of my grasp and walked to the bathroom.

“I didn’t ask for two, sorry.”

“Of course you didn’t. It’s okay,” she said as she closed the door to the bathroom.

I took off my new shoes, coat, shirt, pants, and then hung everything in our closet before putting on my jeans again. I didn’t really have any pajamas, and I realized I didn’t know the required attire for the meeting tomorrow. The Yakuza had a specific dress code that entailed a sports coat over a loose dress shirt and slacks. Byron’s men all wore suits, so I’d probably have to wear the same outfit tomorrow.

“Adam?” I heard Z call out to me, and I walked to the bathroom.

“Yeah?”

“I need help with the dress again, sorry.”

“Not a problem,” I said as she opened the door.

I stepped into the bathroom, and the beautiful hacker turned away from me. I slid open the back of her black dress to expose her bare skin, and Z let out a sigh. She was facing the mirror, and our eyes met in the reflection.

We stared at each other for much too long.

“I’m going to sleep on the couch.” I cleared my throat and stepped out of the bathroom. Fuck, what was wrong with me? I knew I had feelings for Eve. Why was I getting all flustered around Z? Was it the kiss? I had kissed plenty of women in my life, but I hadn’t really felt this way with any of them, except for Eve.

That was when I knew she was the woman for me. I’d never been much of a romantic, but kissing the dark-haired beauty made my heart soar, and I’d thought I knew exactly what I wanted.

But now I’d kissed Z, and I was really confused.

I checked the transponder the redhead woman had given us and saw that there was a missed message. A quick toggle of the buttons played it across the speaker, and I sat on the couch while I listened.

“You are supposed to check in every night. Better make it quick. My jail is filling up,” the woman’s voice said. I checked the time, and the message had been left two hours ago.

“Shit,” I growled as I called the woman who imprisoned Eve.

“Took you long enough,” she said.

“I don’t know your name,” I replied.

“Good.”

“Good?” I asked.

“Yes. So if you fuck up and get caught, you won’t have anyone’s name to give them,” she said with a dry laugh.

“I can just say the sexy redhead in upper management. I’m sure there aren’t many of you.”

“You think I’m sexy? You aren’t bad looking yourself,” the woman replied.

“You are threatening to kill my friend,” I stated.

“Who are you talking to?” Z asked as she leaned out of the bathroom. She was wearing a silk kimono she must have found hanging by the showers. I waved to her and pointed at the transponder. The blonde hacker frowned and then walked over to stand next to me.

“I haven’t killed your friend,” the redhead said. “What news do you have for me?”

“We met with Byron Jacobs. I have a job with him now.”

“A job? What kind of job?” the woman asked.

“Bodyguard, or muscle. He’s having a meeting tomorrow morning for breakfast. Something about this gang named the Bettas out of District C.”

“Good info, not what I’m looking for, but you’ll get something out of the meeting. Call me tomorrow night and update me.”

“Is that all you want?” Z asked.

“Is that all the news?” the other woman asked.

“Yes,” I replied.

“Then you better get a move on. The clock is ticking for your friend. I might just decide to seize your ship as well.”

“Why would you do that?” Z asked with obvious rage in her voice.

“Because I can? You know, I used to be a pilot. Pretty damn good actually. Then I ended up on Queen’s Hat, and my captain did a bunch of stupid shit. Got himself killed along with most of the crew. Authorities took my bird, and then I got a job here.”

“So you’ll do to us what someone did to you?” I asked.

“No,” she answered. “Get me what I need, and I’ll let your ship and friend with the red eyes go. I’m done talking now.”

“Fucking bitch,” Z said after the transponder went dead. “If she tries to take Persephone, I’m going to ruin her if it is the last thing I do.”

“Agreed,” I said as I looked up at the blonde hacker. We stared at each other a few moments, and then Z’s face turned red.

“I’m uhhh. Gonna go to bed. You need to get ready?” she asked as she turned from me.

“Yeah. I’ll brush my teeth,” I said as I walked into the bathroom.

A few minutes later I was done brushing, and I returned to the main room. I’d turned off the light and found a comfortable spot on the couch, but I didn’t fall asleep instantly, and I heard Z toss and turn in the bed on the other side of the room.

“Adam?” she said after ten minutes.

“Yeah?”

“You didn’t answer me during dinner. Or in the elevator.”

“I thought you were drunk.”

“I wasn’t at dinner, and I was only a little buzzed in the elevator,” she said.

“Ahh,” I said, and I felt my heart hammer in my chest.

“That’s not an answer.”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“What does that mean?”

“It means I had everything figured out when we first docked in Queen’s Hat. I’m the damn captain. I need to keep a level head during all this,” I said.

There were a few more minutes of silence.

“That’s not really an answer either,” she said.

“Did you mean what you said in the elevator?” I asked, but as soon as the words left my mouth, I knew they were the wrong ones.

Unless she said no.

“About what?” she asked.

“I think you know about what,” I replied.

There were a few more moments of silence, and I heard Z toss and turn again in her bed.

“Yes,” she whispered, “and I feel both elated and terrible at the same time. I hate myself, but I don’t know how to stop it.”

I realized my eyes were open, and I closed them and took a few long breaths.

“You are quiet,” she said at last.

“What do you want me to say?” I asked.

“I want you to tell me why I’m here instead of Eve. I want you to tell me why you two didn’t sleep together during the seventeen days we were in hyperspace. I want you to tell me why you are always protecting me. I want you to tell me why you kissed me back.”

“None of the answers will help us,” I said.

“Help us? Or help you?”

“Help you,” I said.

“I’m a big girl. I’ve had my heart broken before,” Z said. “You were there last time.”

I didn’t answer for a few moments, and my mind tried to put together the right answer that wouldn’t hurt her feelings, but also wouldn’t progress our relationship to the point where we couldn’t turn back. I wasn’t good with this kind of stuff. I was good at punching people, either with my fists or my bullets.

“This bed is big enough for both of us. You don’t need to sleep on the couch,” Z whispered.

“That would be dangerous,” I said.

“Is that a yes or a no?” she asked.

“What would you tell Eve?”

“I wouldn’t need to tell her anything. She’d know what was in my mind and my heart,” Z answered, and it was probably the wisest words I had heard her say since I had known her.

“That is why we didn’t sleep together in hyperspace. We didn’t want to hurt your feelings,” I admitted.

“Then why did you kiss me so passionately?”

“I had to make it convincing,” I said.

“You have me convinced, and you still haven’t answered my question.”

“I thought this mission would be easier with Eve, so I asked the woman if she could come with me, but she thought that meant Eve was my lover and you weren’t,” I admitted. “She wanted Eve as the leverage.”

“Oh,” Z whispered.

“I’m always protecting you because you are my friend, and you would do the same for me.”

“Yeah,” Z whispered.

“I kissed you because it felt amazing, and now I don’t know what to think, or feel.”

Z didn’t say anything, and I waited impatiently for her response. I was almost about to ask her, but she sat up on her bed and stared at me. The room was dark, but my eyes adjusted as soon as the lights to the bathroom turned off, and I guessed hers had during the time we had been speaking.

“That couch is too small for you. You can’t even lay out on it.”

“No,” I said, but my knees were pulled up to my chest.

“Come here,” she said as she flipped the covers over.

“I can’t,” I whispered.

“You mean you won’t?”

“We both know what will happen. Let’s leave it at that. I love Eve.”

“And I love you, and you love me. Or so your kiss said.” Z sighed and then lay back down in the bed. “We’ll talk about it when we get her out of jail.”

“Agreed. Let’s focus on that,” I said as I felt the tension in my shoulders melt.

“Good night, Adam.”

“Good night, Z.”
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Chapter 8

One of the blonde twins had said to meet at nine, but I was waiting in the hotel of the lobby at eight. Byron and his two women came in at the exact time specified, and I stood from the lobby couch to greet them.

“On time. I like that,” the bald gangster said. “Did you get some rest last night?”

“Yeah,” I lied. Even after Z and I had said goodnight to each other, we both tossed and turned for another hour. The hacker finally fell asleep, and she hadn’t awoken when I prepared to go.

“Here’s the deal, Mate,” Byron said as he pulled his arm from one of the shoulders of the twin girls so he could point at me. “My girls are going to sit in the back of the room while you sit up with me. I’m gonna do all the talking. When things turn sour, you do your thing.”

“When?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Yeah, Mate. I’m expecting these fuckers to try something.” Byron rubbed his hand over his oily face and then yawned.

He didn’t seem concerned about the upcoming meeting, or the possibility of a fight. I guessed it was because of the women. They were both wearing dresses, but I’d guessed last night that they were the man’s real bodyguards, and I wondered what sort of weapons they had concealed in their skirts.

“We still meeting at the smoke shop?” I asked.

“Naw. That was a fib to test if you were working for the fucking cops, but you aren’t. You have a good time with your woman last night?”

“Sure,” I lied again, and my mind drifted back to the conversation with Z. I was glad I hadn’t gotten into bed with her, but I couldn’t pretend that I didn’t have strong feelings for her. I also had them for Eve, and I didn’t know what I was going to do about my relationships with both of them.

My feelings didn’t matter right now. All that mattered was that I got this mission finished so Eve would be released.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Coffee place down the road. Let’s take a walk. One of my girls is going to pretend to be yours, I’m only supposed to bring one guard, but we’ll tell them we were out partying all night. These guys don’t care about dames.”

“Okay,” I said as one of the twins disengaged from Byron and wrapped her left hand around my right bicep. I glanced down at her nails during her movement and did see the flash of metal under her claws.

“He’s got nice muscles,” the twin who held my arm said with a sigh. Her perfume was thick, but it smelled of gardenias and it was very pleasant.

“No shit. Don’t be getting any ideas, girl,” the gangster said as he shot the woman a stare.

“Awwww,” she sighed, but then she let out a light chuckle that was slightly mocking. The sound was odd, and I felt a chill run down my spine when I began to suspect that the two women might not actually be Byron’s guards.

They might actually be in charge.

Either way, it never hurt to be pleasant to women, so I smiled at the pretty blonde one on my arm, and gestured to the door of the lobby.

“This way, my lady. I’ll escort you.”

“Oh, and polite. I like you,” she whispered as the four of us exited the hotel.

The street was busy with pedestrians, and I found myself a bit distracted by the clothes everyone wore. I didn’t know how they convinced everyone to dress with this Victorian theme, but I estimated that nine out of every ten people walking the streets were wearing outfits similar to ours. The few that weren’t dressed fancy wore what I would have expected: space jumpsuits, or utilitarian pants and armored jackets. The people I did see dressed in “normal” clothes seemed to be a bit confused by their surroundings, and most of them were checking their transponder maps so they could navigate the streets.

“How do you like our corner of Queen’s Hat?” the woman on my arm whispered to me as we strolled behind Byron and his girl.

“I kind of like the clothes, and the styling of the buildings. Reminds me of the ancient movies I’ve seen of England.” I glanced over at the twin and saw her studying me intently. “How long have you lived here?”

“All of my life.”

“I heard a few million people live here. How many districts are there?” I asked.

“There are eight. Districts A through H,” she answered.

“Have you been to all of them?”

“All but H,” she answered with a half smile.

“Why not H?”

“It was the old Nebula Gammon district.” The blonde woman shrugged as she adjusted her long hair out of her face. “The citizens of Queen’s Hat protested their leadership a long time ago. From what I understand, there were riots, and part of that district was destroyed.”

“And no one has repaired it?” I asked.

“I think they have, but I don’t think anyone goes in there. It’s the crown part of the station, in the middle of everything, but people say it is haunted.”

“Huh,” I said as I chewed on her words. It was common practice for space travelers to be superstitious. Accidents on a ship could take the lives of the entire crew quickly and violently. There were an unknown number of ships and stations floating in space with all of their crew dead. Scavengers and military normally performed clean-up operations when these vessels were found, but I’d never liked the job, even when I didn’t believe in ghosts.

Now I believed in a whole lot of things I once thought were superstition.

“You have a starship?” she asked. “Sister and I have always thought about leaving Queen’s Hat and exploring the universe.”

“Yeah, but she’s down right now,” I replied.

“Oh?” the woman raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah. Engines. I need an engineer. But I don’t have money, so…” I gestured to Byron.

“Perhaps I can help,” she whispered.

“You know an engineer? Or someone who does drive repair?” I asked.

“I know many people. Perhaps if you scratch our backs, I’ll scratch yours,” she whispered and then winked at me.

“I’m already working for your boss,” I whispered with a chuckle. “Or am I really working for you?”

“You are smarter than you look.” The woman smirked.

“What’s your name? I keep thinking of you as ‘one of the twins’. I’m sure you get that a lot.” She was actually pleasant to talk to, and I was further convinced she and her sister were actually pulling Byron’s strings.

“I’m Paula, and we do get that a lot,” she said with a laugh. “My sister is Kasta.” She nodded to the pair walking in front of us.

“Pleased to meet you,” I said.

“I find myself liking you more, Adam. Part of me doesn’t want to help you with your ship, so that you can stay with us longer.” Paula’s smile was all sorts of charming.

“I like you as well. How did you end up with Byron? He doesn’t seem--”

“He’s helped us.” Paula shrugged slender shoulders. “It’s hard for women to get things done on Queen’s Hat.”

“I see,” I said, and I was now convinced that the two women were actually in charge of Byron’s criminal operations.

“This is the place.”

Byron and Kasta maneuvered around some tables and entered the doorway of the coffee shop. The place was named Peeking Steam, and the interior was a collage of red, brown, and black aged brick, with an endless array of copper pipes attached to the walls and ceiling. At first, I thought the pipes were just for decoration, but there were old fashioned pressure gauges placed throughout the labyrinthine mess, and their red needles spun in time with the baristas pushing coffee out of the massive machine behind the counter.

The place was packed, and Byron pushed people aside so that he could lead us toward the back of the shop. Once we were there, I saw another door leading to a small restaurant. The bald gangster shoved open the door, and we followed him inside.

The place looked like a small diner. The room was a rectangular shape, and maybe only five meters wide and fifteen meters long. Booths lined one side of the wall opposite a long counter. Everything was crafted with brick, wood, or the same copper pipes which were present in the main room of the cafe.

“You girls sit here,” he said as he pointed to an open booth near where we had entered. They followed his instruction, and I walked with the man to the other side of the small restaurant. Besides the waitress behind the counter, there were only two other booths each with a pair of customers.

“Here,” Byron said as he sat down at a table. It was the only table in the place, the rest of the seating areas were booths, and I noticed the four customers we passed glance at each other when we sat down.

“Those the Bettas?” I whispered to him. The group of four were two men and two women, and I didn’t get any sort of hostile vibes from them.

“Naw. They work for me,” he said. “Hey! You four can clear out now. Watch the streets for them and the fucking cops. Eh?”

The four customers nodded at the bald man, slid out of their booths, and then exited to the cafe.

“Check for the banger under the table,” Byron whispered to me.

“I feel it,” I confirmed as I reached under the table and brushed my hands against the handle of the shotgun. It had two triggers, and I practiced reaching for it a few times.

I hoped I wouldn't have to use it. I imagined Byron would have no problem giving me up to the cops if they came to investigate a shooting, and the walls of the cafe weren’t thick enough to silence the blast of a gun.

“Coffee?” the waitress was at my side and pouring the steaming brown liquid into cups for each of us. Her hand was shaking a bit, and I guessed that she wasn’t working for the gangster. He’d probably taken this store for his business today, and the poor woman had pulled the short straw when they decided who was going to work this shift.

“Yeah, bring us two full Englishes eh? Ask my girls if they want anything.” He nodded to the twin women at the back of the restaurant.

“Yes, sir. What kind of toast do you want?”

“White,” Byron said.

“Same,” I answered before she could ask me.

“And get started on two more of them for when my guests arrive,” Byron ordered.

“Will do. Thank you.” The waitress walked down the restaurant to where the twin blonde women sat.

As the waitress took their order, two men opened the door from the cafe and stepped into the restaurant. They both wore expensive suits, carried canes, and had on top hats. Their clothes weren’t as decorative as those Byron and I wore, but the material looked expensive. The first man to step through was probably as big as me, and his eyes fixed onto our table with an intense stare. The man behind him was thinner, and half a foot taller. He glanced in our direction, pulled a gold pocket watch out of his coat pocket, glanced at it, and then put it back before he followed the larger man past the three women.

“I’m on time,” the man with the watch said.

“I didn’t say shit, Mate,” Byron said before he sipped his coffee.

“You didn’t have to. Your ass-face says it all,” the man with the pocket watch said as he sat down. His muscle followed suit, and the big man nodded to me.

“That’s not a very friendly way to start a conversation. I even ordered your breakfast.”

“You’ve killed half a dozen of my bookies,” the other man snarled.

“And you killed a few of my guys. You wanted this meeting. I agreed. Now here we are. What ya want, Mate?”

The man with the pocket watch looked at me and then back at Byron. “I think you know what I want.”

“Naw, Mate. If I knew what you wanted. I wouldn’t be so nice to ya.”

“Then let me lay it out for you: You got an agreement with Kar. He’s opening a business in my District. He’s gotta go through me for protection.” the slimy man with the pocket watch pointed his own thumb at his chest.

“You’ll have to talk to Kar about that.” Byron shrugged.

“Yeah. I’ve tried. He won’t talk to me. You’re gonna fix that.”

“See, I’m wondering how big your balls are. You come into my house, after killing my men, then you start making demands of me.” Byron let out a chuckle after he spoke and leaned back in his chair. The gangster didn’t seem phased by anything, and I wondered if he was on some sort of drug.

“My balls are plenty big enough. You agreed to this meeting cause you know you can’t handle your own district and mine as well. That offer you sent me four months ago? It’s insulting. I want ninety percent of what Kar is paying you, or you’re going to have a problem keeping his ass clean. Know what I mean?”

“I think you misunderstand the relationship Kar and I have. We are partners. I don’t work for him. I don’t work for anyone.” Byron paused as the waitress approached the table and set down the food.

“I just got you gents white toast. Hope it’s okay,” she said as she set two plates in front of the other men. The big one nodded at the server, but the leader didn’t pay any attention to her.

“How about a refill? Then you can go.” Byron raised his glass of coffee, and the woman filled it up with a shaking hand. Then she filled up coffee for the other two men, left the pitcher on the table, and walked through the door into the kitchen.

“Go ahead and eat,” Byron said as he gestured to the food. “Talks like this are best done on a full stomach.”

“I’m not gonna eat your poisoned food. Asshole.”

“Look, Mate, you’re here because I want to do business with ya. Here,” Byron moved his fork across the table and scooped up some of the beans off the other man’s plate, then he carefully took a bite out of them. “You got a good breakfast there. The eggs, bacon, sausage, bread, and beans. You’ll think better on a full stomach.” Byron cut into one of his sausages and then scooped up some beans before putting it all into his mouth.

The three of us stared at him for a few moments, but my stomach began to growl, and I followed my new boss’ example. Eating reminded me how long I’d fasted before yesterday. Then I thought of Z alone in our hotel room. I was sure she was awake by now, and I guessed that she’d ordered a bunch of room service. Thoughts of Z reminded me of last night.

I forced my brain to focus on the movements of the two men sitting across the table from me. They had both started eating, but the big one who sat opposite me was also watching me as he ate. There was a bit of posturing there, and I guessed the man wanted to fight me.

I needed to keep my head in the game, not think about my evolving love life.

“See? Good, eh? This is my favorite place.” Byron spoke around a mouthful of food and gestured at the men with his fork.

“Yeah. Isn’t bad,” the man with the watch said.

“You eat fast,” the big man told me after I’d finished wolfing down the food.

“Whoa,” Byron said. “You want another plate?”

“No, thanks. I just eat fast,” I replied. My stomach was screaming for another plate, or seven, but I didn’t want to prolong this meeting.

I also figured this was going to end violently, and I didn’t want to have a full stomach. I hadn’t tasted any of the coffee yet, so I grabbed my cup and took a sip while the other three men finished eating.

“Alright,” the man with the watch said as he set down his fork and wiped his mouth off with a napkin. He’d cleared his plate and used his last piece of bread to wipe up the remaining juices. “Let’s talk about my offer.”

“Offer, eh?” Byron snickered. “Before breakfast, it was a threat.”

“Now I’m in a better mood.”

“Mate, I hear what you’re saying, but we’ve got a big problem. A few actually,” the bald gangster sighed.

“You can’t manage protection for Kar’s operations here and in my district. I know you can’t. Especially when I make it a problem for you. He doesn’t even have to know. My guys will be there instead of yours, and you keep ten percent. It’s a fair deal to you. You get ten for just sitting around. If you have a problem with that offer, then you’re stupid.”

“Mate,” Byron said with a sigh. “My problem is that you aren’t leading the Bettas anymore. I am. So, I don’t really need to pay you anything.”

“What the fuck you talking about?”

“Call your friends, Jackal.” Byron wiped his mouth with his napkin and then took a sip of coffee.

The watch man Byron just called “Jackal” stared. The bald man met his glare, but his facial expression didn’t change. The tension between the four of us had relaxed during the meal, but it now filled the air like static electricity.

“I wanna wipe that fucking expression off your ugly face, Byron,” Jackal seethed. “You know what’s gonna happen if you don’t take my deal?”

“Your gorilla over here is going to pull his gun and shoot me, and then your twelve boys outside are going to rush in and take out the crew I have in the cafe. You’ve also got another thirty men at Kar’s hotel, and you’ll think you can kill my guys in the lobby there,” the bald man answered with obvious boredom, and I saw Jackal's face twist with confusion.

“What the--”

“Call your friends, Jackal,” Byron demanded again.

The other man’s mouth formed a line, and I saw his eyes narrow. The big guy on the opposite side of the table from me rested his hand on the polished wood, and he leaned forward so the front of his jacket opened. There was a bulge near his armpit, and I guessed that the gun wasn’t large.

“Naw, no need to call them,” Jackal said with a small chuckle. “You’re just going to--”

“Call your fucking friends!” Byron slammed his hand on the table, and the plates leapt into the air.

Big fucker reached into his coat, but I was already moving.

I didn’t want to shoot the guy since that would alert everyone in the coffee shop as to what was going on. Instead, I reached across the table and grabbed the man’s right wrist a hair before it disappeared into his coat. His arm was thick, but my hands were large, so I had no problem holding onto him.

My opponent hadn’t expected my speed and continued to try and reach for his gun as he turned his left shoulder away from me. The movement convinced me that he wasn’t actually trained in any sort of martial arts since it was the kind of defense someone who had never fought a stronger opponent would use. His twist didn’t dislodge my fingers from his grip, but it did give me access to his head, and I reached over the table with my left hand to grab under his chin. A simple lift made his head tilt backward, and I yanked him toward the edge of the table to trip him up.

The big man went down, and I slammed my knee into his stomach as soon as he landed. His breath came out with a gasp, and he reached up with his left hand to grab at my face.

Jackal let out a shout when I body-slammed his guard, but I couldn’t look around to see what the smaller man was doing. I couldn’t let go of his right hand or he’d pull his gun, so I snatched his left arm with my left hand and leaned down so my fingers folded over his neck. The big fucker was really strong, but I possessed tiger strength. I also had years of hand-to-hand and joint manipulation combat training the big man lacked. As soon as I got his arm over his throat, I jerked my knee up to lay across his right arm so that it was pinned to his chest.

The man couldn’t pull his gun now, and I had my right hand free. I thought about choking him out, but it would probably take too long, so I slammed my palm into his face once, twice, and a third time to knock him unconscious. The struggle only took a handful of seconds, and I glanced back at Jackal to ensure he hadn’t pulled out a weapon. The man hadn’t, so I reached into his guard’s coat and pulled out the gun. It was a revolver with the trigger guard filed off so someone with my size hand could fit their finger against the trigger.

“Looks like your man was carrying an illegal weapon,” I said as I cracked open the cylinder. The bullets were a small caliber, maybe only 5mm, but they would have punched a hole through a skull at such a close range.

“I didn’t know he was--” Jackal started to say, but Byron cut him off.

“Are you fucking with me, Mate? He’s your man. I knew he had a fucking gun on him.”

“You shoot me, you’re going to have all my men in here in a--”

“Jackal, you are all kinds of stupid. I’ve been telling you to call your friends because I’ve already taken care of them. I’m frankly a bit upset that my clever maneuvering is lost on such a thick-headed bloke like you. I’ve been planning this coup for a good two months.”

“Two months?” the man with the pocket watch squeaked.

“Yeah, Mate. You see, you’re right. I can’t handle Huyan Kar’s new business in your district, so I was going to come ask you for a partnership. Well, I was debating between partnering or just taking over your crew. Then you had to go and kill some of my blokes. Really soured my feelings toward you. I always thought you were a little shit, but you kinda screwed yourself.”

“Listen, Byron. Let’s talk about this. You’re right, I shouldn’t have come after you. Ninety percent was too much to ask. You let me walk out of here, and I’ll put my guys to the task for a flat fee. Let’s say a hundred a day. It’s a fair deal.”

“Ahhh, Jackal,” the bald gangster said with a sigh. “I’m afraid that’s not gonna do at all. You see, Mate, there is no ‘your guys’ anymore. They are my guys, and I’m not so sure I want to pay you to manage my guys.”

“How about I work for you then?” Jackal asked desperately. “I’ve learned my lesson, and--”

“That’s a great idea!” Byron said with a dry chuckle. “I need help running that district, these guys already know you, and I’m sure I can trust you to handle my affairs over there.”

“Uhhh. You can?” Jackal seemed confused.

“Mate, why do you think you are alive right now? I could have killed you as soon as you murdered my men, but instead, I just kicked ya around a little bit to see what you were made of. Now I know. You’re a spineless little shit that will do whatever he can to survive. I can use someone like that. What do you say?”

“Yes! Thank you!” Jackal said with obvious relief.

“Good!” Byron sat up in his chair and straightened his coat. “There’s just one problem, Mate. You did try to take me out. I’m one to let bygones be, but I’ve just taken over your crew, and my men kind of want some revenge.”

Jackal’s face turned five shades whiter.

“What do you--”

“Let’s go in the kitchen.” The bald gangster said as he stood and nodded to the back room. “Adam?”

“Yeah, boss.” I put the small revolver in my pocket and grabbed onto Jackal’s arm. I’d been with the Yakuza long enough to know what was about to happen. Jackal would need to be punished so others would know he offended Byron. It would have to be some sort of torture that everyone could see, like removing a finger.

And I was going to have to do the cutting.

I pulled Jackal past the counter of the small restaurant and told myself that he was a crime boss. He was a murderer, a drug dealer, and had probably been dealing with the slave trade in the station. He was an evil man, who would have likely gotten a kick out of torturing me, or women, or children.

I told myself that I needed to do what I could to free Eve.

I still didn’t like it though. It was one thing to beat someone up in a fight or kill them in combat, but my stomach began to twist as I pulled the man in the kitchen, and I had to take a few deep breaths to steady my nerves.

“Ahh good! The grill is still on,” Byron said as he gestured to the long sheet of metal in the kitchen. A large greasy man was cleaning up there, and he bowed his head when he saw Byron.

“Take a few minutes off, Gus,” the bald gangster said, and the cook ran out of the room.

“Isn’t personal, Mate. Okay, well, maybe it is. Adam, let’s give our new friend here a facelift.”

“Got it, boss,” I said as calmly as I could.

I thought of Eve again as I grabbed the screaming man, and I reminded myself once more of the evil he had probably wrought on his district of the station.

Then I pushed the right side of his face onto the smoking hot grill.

“Ahhhhhhhhhhh!” I only held him down for three seconds, but I knew the damage had been done. He’d probably have to go to a hospital and either spend a lot of money to get skin grafts or spend the rest of his life with an ugly scar there.

“Ehhh. I’m a fan of symmetry. I think we should do his other side,” Byron said as he rubbed his chin and inspected the ruins of Jackal’s smoking face.

“No! No! No!” the burning man screamed. I imagined his shouts were loud enough to hear through the walls of the coffee shop, but no one was coming in here.

“You gonna be a good boy?” Byron’s eyes narrowed.

“Yes! Yes, I will! Please!”

“Alright.” The bald man nodded to me, and I let go of Jackal’s neck. He fell to the greasy floor of the kitchen and began to sob.

“I don’t want to see your half-face until tomorrow morning, be here at nine, so we can talk about what you are going to be doing for me. You get it, Mate?”

“Yes!” Jackal cried.

“Now get the fuck out of here.” Byron made a half-assed kick, and Jackal took it before he got up to his feet and rushed out the door of the kitchen.

“Ahhh. That’s a problem fixed.” Byron still had his cup of coffee in his hand, and he set his eyes on me as he took a sip. “Let’s go talk to my girls.”

I followed the man out into the restaurant. The twin blonde women were still the only people present, and they stood as we approached. Both of the women wrapped their arms around their man, showered his face with kisses, and then the three of them turned to look at me.

“I like this one,” Paula whispered into Byron’s ear, and I could only hear it because of my heightened senses. “I like his woman also. She is delicious. Give him money and have them meet us tonight with Kar.”

“You did good, Adam,” Byron said as he reached into his coat pocket. “Here’s a few thousand R-credits. Take your woman out today and buy her something sexy to wear tonight. I’m talking hot, Mate. We are going to be meeting one of my business partners, and I want to introduce you to him.” Byron pulled out four R-credit cards and handed them to the twin that hadn’t whispered in his ear.

“Sounds good,” I said as Paula stepped toward me.

I held my hand out to take the cards from her, but she stepped into my chest, slid her hand over my pecs to open my coat, and then pushed the cards into my pocket there. Her lithe body was pressed against mine, and I looked at Byron with surprise. The man didn’t seem to care that his woman was grinding against me.

“There you go,” Paula said as she withdrew her hands from my pockets. Then she licked her finger suggestively, ran the tip across my lips, danced her fingers down my chest, and rubbed the crotch of my pants. I didn’t know if I should pull away from her, or stand there and let her fondle me, or… I couldn’t think through my surprise. Byron just laughed, and the woman smirked at me before she gave me one last gentle squeeze.

“Thanks, Paula,” I said with a careful smile.

“Oh, I’m Kasta.” She winked and blew me a kiss.

“Shit, sorry.”

“I like him,” the one who I now knew was Paula said to Byron.

“Of course you do.” He chuckled and then shrugged to me. “Dames eh? Maybe you might want to do a swap later tonight? My two for your one?”

“I’m not--”

“Think about it,” Kasta said as she slid her tongue across her full lips.

“Where should I meet you tonight?” I asked to change the subject.

“Place called Benjo. We’ll have dinner there. Eight sharp,” the man said. “Don’t forget to buy your girl something sexy. She’s a looker.” Byron gave me the kind of grin that made me want to punch his face in, but I kept my anger in check.

“Great. See you then,” I said, and we made our way out of the restaurant.
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Chapter 9

I returned to my hotel room to find Z stepping out of the shower. She was just wearing a towel around her chest, and the bottom barely covered the tops of her thighs. Her cheeks turned bright red as soon as she saw me enter, and she closed the door halfway with her foot.

“How did it go?” she asked.

“I did what I had to do. I’ve got a small revolver and a few extra thousand R-credits. We’ve got a dinner meeting tonight at eight with Byron, his two women, and Huyan Kar.”

“Damn, good job. We are moving along. I was a little worried when we got turned away from the club last night, but now we have over ten grand and a meeting. If we keep this up, Eve will be freed by tomorrow night,” Z called out from the bathroom. I looked in the direction of her voice and caught a glimpse of backside as she unwound the towel from her body. I quickly turned away and moved to sit on the chair facing the opposite direction.

I had to push this aside and focus. Eve needed me.

“So…” I heard her call out.

“So?” I asked over my shoulder.

There was a pause, and I feared she was going to bring up last night.

“What are we going to do all day?” The way the blonde hacker asked the question made me think she had an idea, but I didn’t want to ask her.

“Byron wants you to wear something sexy, so you could go dress shopping,” I said.

“Ewww. That guy is so gross.”

“I think the twins like you. They told him to invite both of us tonight,” I said.

“They are both beautiful, but I think they are into some kinky shit. One of them let Mr. Ugly get her off at the casino.”

“I get that feeling as well,” I said as I remembered what the one did to me when she gave me the card, but then again, I’d walked with Paula to the coffee shop, and the conversation had been normal enough.

“I’m not really one to wear dresses. I’m more of a jeans and t-shirt person, but I liked what you got me last night…” her voice trailed off, and I almost turned around to look in the direction of the bathroom.

“Yeah. It looked nice on you,” I said.

Z didn’t say anything for a few moments, and I wanted to scream. We’d made significant progress in our mission in twenty-four hours, but I felt as if everything was now a hundred times more complicated.

“Will you go shopping with me?” she finally asked.

If this were yesterday, a yes or no answer wouldn’t have meant anything. Now I felt as if my decision would have a drastic impact on our relationship.

“Yeah,” I said, even though I knew it was probably the wrong answer. “I’d like that.”

“Great. Maybe we can start with the plac--”

“Hold on,” I interrupted her as my transponder began to pulse. I fished the device out of my pocket and unwound the screen. The redheaded security officer was displayed, and she wore her usual sour expression.

“How did it go?” she asked.

“Byron has taken over the operations of the Bettas gang from a man named Jackal. You know him?”

“Yep. He’s a little asshole sniffer. This is an interesting turn of events. From everything I knew, Byron was going to get murdered at the meeting today,” the woman said as she pulled a cigarette out of a new pack.

“You knew he was going to get hit, and you knew I was going to be at the meeting, but you didn’t tell me?”

“That would take the fun out of it.” She smirked, and then put the cigarette between her lips and lit it with a match.

“I thought you were interested in me finding proof of Izetta Baccala’s involvement with the slave and drug trade?” I tried to keep my voice calm, but the beast in my stomach wanted me to walk to the police station and kill the woman, free Eve, and blast away from this place.

“You are a resourceful guy. I had no doubt you’d get out of that without a hitch.” She shrugged her slender shoulders and blew out a long plume of smoke. “Awwwww. Don’t get all mad, handsome. I’ve got something that will make you feel better.”

“Yeah?” I asked with a snarl I couldn’t control.

“You know what they say about good work?” she puffed a perfect O-ring of smoke and then smirked.

“The reward is more work,” I said. “I don’t know how that is good for me.” I saw Z step out of the bathroom with her jeans and t-shirt on, and the hacker sat on the couch next to me so she could hear better.

“Here’s the deal: I suspect one of my colleagues is buying slaves from Baccalas. If any of my own people find out, it would be disastrous for morale. Personally, I don’t really give a fuck about that sort of stuff, but the troops need it to feel better about themselves. I want you to take your pretty spaceship, fly around to District E, stake out the spot where I think the exchange is going to take place and snap some photographs of the deal. The meeting is in two hours, so you best get moving.”

“I’m not your bitch.” My voice came out in a growl that made Z’s eyes open wide. “You’ve captured one of my friends, threatened her life, and then--”

“Listen, scum,” the woman’s green eyes narrowed and her growl matched mine. “You don’t understand your role now. I had every right to throw you and your two bitches out of the airlock when you killed the bank robbers. Sure, you can whine all you want about it being fair, but it’s our law, and my job is to uphold it. I’ve done you favor after favor, and you seem to be ungrateful. With a snap of my fingers, I could have you hauled in again, throw you out into space, and then take your pretty ship. I don’t want to hear any more bullshit from you. I had actually thought about giving you a reward for completing this little side job, but now I’m going to--”

“What was the reward?” Z leaned into me and rested her hand on my arm. Her touch actually relaxed me a bit, and I was able to keep the tiger in my soul from taking over my mind.

“Oh, I don’t think it is even worth--”

“Please,” Z begged uncharacteristically. “Forgive Adam. He’s a bit stressed out. We do miss our friend. We want to help you, but you have to help us help you.”

The redhead puffed a few more times on her cigarette while she seemed to debate changing her mind. Z’s fingers gripped my arm, and just like when we had gambled together last night. I knew she didn’t want me to do anything.

“Alright. You’ve convinced me to be forgiving. Is this yours?” the redhead said as she lifted a device that looked about the size of a transponder. There was a white cord coiled around the thin cylinder, and I heard Z’s breath catch.

“Yeah, that’s my computer,” my friend said.

“Can your computer interface with a camera that has a BATA wireless interface?”

“Yes. Easily,” Z said quickly.

“Good. I’ll have the camera, and the computer waiting for you at your ship. If you help me, I’ll think about giving you your R-credit card back. I imagine you are about to run out of money staying in the hotel you are in. We have a deal?” She looked at me and took another long pull from her smoke.

“Agreed,” I said. I didn’t want the job, but I knew having Z’s computer would really help. The money would be useful also. We could use it to begin the process of buying food supplies for Persephone and Jatal’s people.

“We need our ship’s transponders.” Z leaned over me so she could see more in the camera.

“Hmmmm.” The woman’s lips twisted as she thought about the request. “Very well. Meet me there in ten minutes.”

“It will take us thirty to walk--” Z started to protest, but then the transponder turned off. The blonde woman let loose with a string of guttural curse words in a language I didn’t understand.

“It will be alright. We just need to do this. At least you’ll get your computer back.” I shrugged and stood.

“Yeah, that will be useful. I feel like we are walking around the city blind. That is, if this redheaded wench even gives us our shit. I have a feeling she’s gonna doublecross us. Ugh!” Z put her head in her hands and let out a sigh.

“We’ll get through this. We’ll save Eve,” I said to reassure her.

“Yeah. I know we will. Just feels like we are walking around with giant ‘kick me’ signs taped to our backs, and everyone is taking their turn. My ass is so fucking bruised. When are we going to catch a break?”

“We did win really big at blackjack last night, and we seem to be in Byron’s good graces,” I said.

“Yeah, but we shouldn’t have even gotten into this mess. Should have just let them rob us.”

“I was going to, but then they hit you,” I said without thinking about what the words meant.

Z and I stared at each other for a few moments. I thought she would have a smart ass remark, but she nodded and then looked down at the carpet.

“Why?” she whispered.

“I’m not going to let anyone hurt my friends.”

“Friends? You’ve saved my life too many times to count.” She raised an eyebrow, and our eyes met again.

“We talked about this before, and I need to change,” I said to change the subject.

“Yeah, I guess it would be hard to sneak around when I’m wearing jeans, and you are wearing a suit. Ugh, we aren’t going to have time to buy a dress. Gonna sound strange, but I was actually looking forward to shopping with you. I imagined you’d have that dour look on your face when I loaded your big arms up with tons of bags.” Z let out a laugh.

“Yeah. Does sound like fun. Almost normal. I haven’t been normal for a long time,” I said as I walked over to the dresser where I’d hung my clothes and began to take off the suit I’d worn for breakfast. I’d washed my street clothes back on Persephone, but they smelled like they needed it again, or they needed to be thrown in a dumpster. Maybe I’d buy new ones if we had time today.

I took off my shirt and hung it up before slipping my shoes off and removing my pants. Z cleared her throat, and I glanced over my shoulder to see her watching me from her seat on the couch.

“You can look away,” I said as I put on my jeans.

“Sorry, I forgot to,” she said with a snicker. I turned my head around again to look at her, and I saw her face was red.

“You blush a lot,” I said.

“Yeah.” She shrugged and then seemed to blush more.

“We are going to have to hurry. Get your shoes on,” I ordered.

“Aye, Captain,” she said as she put on her shoes and then met me at the door.

We moved through District B at a jogging pace. I knew how to get back to the police station, but Z told me we would need to take the public tube transit system three stops to reach the harbor. Then it would take us another few minutes to get to Persephone. There was no way we were going to be on time, and I just hoped the redheaded woman didn’t decide to hurt Eve because we were tardy.

I didn’t know what to expect when I got to our dock, but I recalled my captor telling me that Persephone would be guarded. We didn’t see any men around our part of the dock, but the tube entrance was cracked open.

“You’re late,” the redheaded woman said as we stepped into the tube.

She sat on the lip of Persephone's opened bay door. She was wearing tight blue jeans, and a thick leather jacket over a cream colored blouse. Her boots were the same color of brown leather as her jacket, and the sides rose up almost to her knees.

“You didn’t give us enough time to get here,” Z explained.

“I don’t care about your excuses,” the woman glared at Z, and the blonde hacker returned her scowl.

“You have my computer?” my friend asked.

“Here,” the redhead said as she pulled the device out of her jacket. I saw that she also wore twin handguns holstered there, and I guessed her thick jacket was also armored.

“And our transponders?” Z asked as she took her computer from the policewoman.

“Hmmm. I have them, but I’d rather wait until after we return.”

“We?” I asked. “I thought that--”

“I thought about just sending you two, but then I changed my mind. I want to catch this fucker myself and make the arrest as soon as we have the digital proof. Also, I still don’t trust you to come back for your woman.”

“Lady, we’ll come back. We want our friend, and the money you stole from us,” Z said.

“I didn’t steal any money from you, scum,” the woman sighed. “You are criminals and have no possessions I can’t take.” The redhead looked back to Persephone and smiled. “Including your ship. She is really nice. I don’t have time for a tour though. Take me to the bridge and let’s jet over to the other side of the station.”

“Couldn’t we get there as fast through the tube system?” I asked.

“No, or else we’d just take the tube. Let’s go.”

“You have our money?” Z said. I noticed the blonde woman was clutching her computer, and I guessed she was relieved to have it again.

“When we get back. Let’s go, scum.” She gestured into Persephone’s bay.

Z and I looked at each other, and then the woman followed us inside.

“You all have handguns on board?” she asked as we rode the elevator to the bridge.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Bring them when we leave,” the woman ordered.

“It’s illegal to have weapons on the--” Z began, but the other woman shot her a dead stare.

“You should just focus on being pretty instead of thinking. It will work better for you.”

Z’s mouth opened, and I saw her arms tense at her side.

“That’s enough,” I growled at the redhead.

“The problem with scum like you is--” the woman started to say, but I was sick of hearing this woman insult my friend, and my left hand circled her throat a second before I lifted her into the air and slammed her back into the metal panel of the elevator.

I half expected my throttle to knock the wind out of the woman, but the cop grabbed my left wrist with her left hand and kicked me in the chest while she fished in her coat for her pistol with her right hand. The toe of her boot did hurt when she kicked me, but the pain was fleeting, and I managed to pull her hand out of her coat with my right hand, and then pinch it against the wall of the elevator with my left elbow.

“Adam!” Z shouted, but it was taking most of my willpower to keep the monster from taking over my body.

“Stop,” I growled at the cop as I dug through her coat and pulled out her semi-automatic pistol. It was a little too small for my hand, but I found the safety easily enough, flipped it off, and then rested the open barrel against the woman’s forehead.

“Adam!” Z’s hands were on my back, but it sounded like she was shouting at me from a hundred meters away.

“I killed the robbers in the bank because they hurt my woman. Save your insults for me, not her.” I felt the tiger trying to push out into my spine, and I took a deep breath to calm myself before I continued. “My two friends are good people, that just want to help others. You’ve been unfair to us. Perhaps you have your reasons, but we aren’t your enemy. We hate slavery. You don’t need to strong arm us, insult us, or threaten us. We’ll help you. Just stop being a fucking bitch.”

Her green eyes were wide open, and she gasped for air. I could feel her pulse rush through my fingers, and the beast wanted revenge.

“Got it?” I asked as the first parts of the transformation tickled my spine. I needed to let her go, or I was going to change. I was too angry and holding her by the neck was triggering all sorts of primal urges in my mutated DNA.

“Yeee,” she whispered.

“Good.” I dropped her down to her feet and released my fingers from her neck. She wore a second gun in her holster, but I still had the one in my hand pointed at her.

“We aren’t your enemy. We aren’t scum. We came here to buy food for a mining colony that desperately needs it. They gave us the last of their rhodium to buy the supplies, and we were converting it to R-credits when the robbers came. I didn’t want to kill them, but they murdered one of the tellers right away, and I felt confident they were going to kill us next.”

The redhead rubbed her neck as she looked at me, but I couldn’t read the expression on her face. The elevator door had opened when I had first picked her up, and I now heard it slide closed behind me.

“You broke our--” she started to say, but I interrupted her.

“The lives of thousand of people are at stake here. They need food. They only have a month or so left. If your laws value the lives of criminals over the lives of good folk trying to survive, then your laws are shit, and your role in the machine means nothing,” I said. “The police are supposed to protect the innocent, not enforce bullshit bureaucracy.”

“I didn’t make them. It’s just my job to--”

“Fuck your job,” I growled at her. “Where is your uniform? I’m going to guess you aren’t wearing it because you aren’t supposed to be working in District E, but you know bad shit is going down, and you are willing to go against regulations to make sure bad people are brought to justice.”

The redhead crossed her arms and looked away from me for a second.

“There is a lot of corruption right now. I don’t know who to trust,” she admitted, but she still didn’t look at me. “I’ve been trying to do everything by the books, but it’s like pushing a boulder up a muddy hill.”

“Are they dealing in slaves?” I asked.

“Yes, or at least, that is what my sources tell me. They are using District H as an avenue to move them between the other districts. It has been under repair for more than fifty years, and I think the government is dragging their ass because most of the officials are involved in the trade.” The woman finally looked at me, and her eyes lacked the animosity they once held.

“Here,” I said as I flicked the safety of her pistol back on and handed it to her. “We’ll help with this. We’ll help with Huyan, Byron, and Izetta also.”

“Uhhh, Adam, you sure?” Z asked when I held the cop’s gun out to her.

“Yeah,” I said as I looked into the woman’s green eyes. “I know her type. They begin to think everyone is a criminal. They think no one has their backs and they are the only people who give a fuck.”

“That’s not it,” the redhead said as she took her pistol.

“Yeah, you’re tough. I get it. Just know that you aren’t alone. You said you were a pilot once?” I asked.

“Yes,” she answered as she slipped her pistol back into her jacket.

“You like being in control. You probably took the security gig because you thought you’d be good at it, and get to atone for some things. You rose through the ranks quickly because you didn’t burn out like the others. Then you got to the top and realized you were all alone.”

“I don’t know where you are getting this from, but you are wrong.” She shook her head.

“Yeah. That’s why you are here on our ship, alone, in street clothes, asking us to help you apprehend a bunch of slave traders.”

I held her eyes for a few more moments, and then she let out a long breath. “We are wasting time. I’ll trust you both for now, but this doesn’t mean we are friends. I need to stop these people. You both better pull your fucking weight.”

I heard Z shuffle behind me, and the doors to the elevator opened again. The three of us walked over the bridge, and I gestured to the set of five seats in the center behind the two pilot cockpits.

“This is your ship?” the woman asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Yeah. She’s ours, and we are hers,” Z said as she wiggled into her seat. Then the blonde woman ran her hand across the controls, and I heard her whisper “Hey Persephone, I missed you a bunch. How you feeling?”

“How?” the woman asked. “This is obviously military. You two look as if you haven’t eaten in a month, and I’ve seen nicer clothes on beggars.”

“If you want our life story, you should start with yours. I thought you had to be somewhere?” Z sneered at the redhead.

“Fine, but I’m sitting here,” the cop said as she slid into the copilot’s seat.

“That’s Eve’s seat,” Z spat.

“You friend isn’t here. She’s in my jail, remember? I feel as if our peace treaty was a little short lived.”

“Fine, but I’m flying,” Z said as she pressed the control buttons.

“We need an approval to launch and land again. I’ve got it,” the redhead said to us before she glanced at her controls. “Can you open the communications? I don’t know your controls.”

“Yeah,” Z agreed as she pressed a few buttons. Then she pointed to the other woman.

“Queen’s Hat, this is…” The woman turned to look at Z.

“Persephone!” my friend hissed.

“Persephone,” the redhead continued. “I’ve got docking approval for 347 - B. Code is FTU - Y8733.”

“Copy that Persephone,” a man’s voice said over the bridge speakers. “You have clear trajectory at heading .80 and 345. We’ll hold 458-B for you for a few hours.”

“Thanks. We’ll prompt when we leave,” the woman said as she gestured for Z to cut the communication.

“Pulling away from the docks,” Z said as I felt Persephone’s gravity tech adjust to the initial movement.

The redhead sat up in her chair and leaned over the wide console that separated her and Z so she could look at the hacker’s movements. Z noticed her proximity and turned to glare at the other woman.

“You mind?”

“Not at all,” the cop said with a smile.

“No. For real. I’m working here. Don’t need you breathing down my neck. I bet you think you’re just so much better than I am.”

“Yep,” the other woman answered. “Did you even train?”

“I’m about to smack a bitch.”

“Yeah, I bet you feel all sorts of confident with your man sitting behind you,” the redhead turned to look at me.

“Focus on the task,” I growled at the woman, and she shifted back to sit in the other pilot seat.

“Just get us over there without flying this nice ship into the station. okay, Blondie?” The cop reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a pack of smokes.

“No smoking on my bridge,” I said. The woman turned to look at me, realized I was serious, and then let out a long sigh as she put the pack back in her pocket.

Z moved Persephone a few kilometers away from the harbor, then she angled our nose upward before engaging the forward thrust. It only took us ten minutes to fly to the other side, and the three of us didn’t speak during the time.

“I’m docking,” Z said after she angled us into the correct location.

There was a bit of a shudder when Persephone attached to the dock, and the redhead let out a long and noticeable sigh.

“What?” Z said.

“Oh, nothing.”

“Look. I’m not a pilot okay. I had to teach myself how to do all of this.”

“That’s obvious enough.” The other woman shrugged.

Z looked like smoke was about to pour out of her ears, so I cleared my throat and got the attention of the cop.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“It doesn’t really matter,” the woman said with a shrug.

“No. It matters. I’m Adam. This is Z. We’d like to know your name.”

The woman looked at me and then back at Z. The hacker’s face looked like she’d just kissed a toad, and the redhead’s mouth twisted.

“Juliette,” she answered as her eyes met mine. There was a challenge there, and in some ways, the woman’s intense eyes reminded me of the blonde woman sitting next to her.

“That wasn’t so hard. Let’s get this done.” I stood, and the women followed me.

“Where do you keep your guns?” Juliette asked as we walked past the holographic map.

“We have an armory. It’s by the hold,” I answered.

“How are we going to get it by the first security checkpoint?” Z asked.

“The code I gave control bypasses the clerk check,” Juliette said. “Unfortunately, it will show up on my colleague's personal monitoring system since I issued the code. As I said before, I think he is involved with this trade so he might not be watching his terminals. Even if he does see it, he’ll probably think it is a mix-up and call me first. I doubt he’ll know what I have planned.”

“Hmmm.” Z shook her head at the other woman.

“What?” Juliette asked.

“Oh, nothing. I’m just thinking you aren’t very good with computers.”

“Leave it alone,” I said to Z before Juliette could reply.

“Fine.” The hacker crossed her arms, and the two women glared at each other for the length of the elevator ride.

This was going to be a long stakeout.

I didn’t blame Z for hating the other woman, but if there actually were slavers Juliette knew about, I wanted to help put a stop to the practice. I also thought that assisting the woman would help lubricate some of our future dealings. If the woman decided to give us Eve and our money back now, we could begin looking for an engineer while we investigated Byron, Huyan, and Izzeta. I didn’t want to take too long to return to Jatal, but I also wasn’t going to fly back into Gliese 876 without a second drive ready in case Elaka Nota was still there.

“Here is the armory,” I told Juliette as I opened the door to the place.

“Not a lot in here,” she remarked as she looked at the wall of eight assault rifles.

“We are a small crew,” I said as I grabbed the holder for my revolver and twin pistols. The get up was bulky, but I’d left one of the jackets Eve bought for me on Trappist-1e in here when I first tested out the armor plates, and I was able to cover the holsters with it.

“I see that. How did you come to possess this ship again?” The woman smirked.

Z looked at me as she put one of our smaller pistols in a holster inside her jacket. I handed her two clips, and she slipped these into the pockets of her jeans. I almost considered gearing us with our tight jumpsuits and military armor, but we would have stuck out in the crowd of the station, and it seemed as if Juliette wanted to observe our targets from concealment first.

“Fine. Don’t tell me,” Juliette said with a huff as Z and I walked out of the armory.

“Where are we going?” I asked as we approached the hold exit.

“About two kilometers into the district. There is a bar owned by a man named Ian Van Toreg. He’s like the Byron Jacobs of this place. A real piece of work. I’ve suspected that he’s working with my counterpart to trade flesh.”

“How do you know this deal is going down?” Z asked as she opened the hatch for us to enter the port transfer tube.

“All the districts have an issue with girls disappearing.”

“Girls disappearing? What do you mean?” the blonde hacker asked.

“What don’t you understand? I don’t know how to make it clearer,” Juliette said.

“How the fuck are they disappearing? Where are they disappearing from? What do their parents say?” Z moaned the questions, but the other woman just chuckled.

“We’ve got some orphanage programs and after school programs for kids with parents who are rhodium miners. Public service stuff to make sure we don’t have kids begging in the station. The girls are disappearing from either the homes we’ve placed them in, or from the schools.”

We walked out into the harbor, and Z pressed the button behind us to close the end of the tube. Juliette nodded to the far side of the platform, and we walked in that direction. The harbor of District E looked similar to District B’s except there were fewer people, lights, and sanitation. I actually saw a rat scurry down the sides of the platform a few meters away from where we walked, but Z didn’t notice.

“Tell us more,” I prompted the redhead as we approached the tube station.

“Been going on for a few years, but it's been escalating in the last month. I was putting a lot of manpower on it, and then I got an order from Congressman Baccala to stop. I didn’t listen to him, and then I was told that if I didn’t stop wasting resources on a bunch of poor girls no one gave a fuck about, he’d find someone to replace me. I started getting pressure from my peers in the other districts.”

We stepped into the tube and moved toward the back where there were no other passengers. The train had walls of screens advertising various products, but nearly a third of the screens were bashed in.

Some of them even had what looked like dried blood on them.

“How do you know this is going on tonight?” I asked.

“I suspected Baccala and his wife were involved as soon as he gave me the ultimatum. I realized I’d have to step outside of my procedures if I really wanted to catch these guys, so I began spending my nights in disguise, visiting the various orphanages and afterschool programs. I picked ten girls who were pretty, but had no real family connections. Then I began to monitor them. Four days ago six of them were kidnapped. The girls didn’t know this, but I always brought them sweets filled with trackers. They were all being kept under one of Huyan Kar’s clubs.”

“Why didn’t you raid them?” Z asked.

“Are you not paying attention? I’ve got one chance to catch this asshole, his wife, and every other congressperson on the station. I don’t know who I can trust, and if I go through the usual security avenues, I’ll probably get fired, and these fucks will go free.” Juliette’s voice was a whispered hiss.

“Then we killed the robbers,” I said, and the redhead turned to me.

“Yes,” she said. “It was a long shot, but what I said about my counterparts in the other districts is true. They are starting to use mercenaries or convicted criminals within their operations. Meanwhile, I’m getting pressure to see better results, but look at this shithole,” Juliette gestured to the tube train. “My district is running smoothly, and I’m the youngest captain by a good twenty Earth years. They know I don’t want to buy into their corruption, so they are pushing to get me fired by falsifying their reports and trying to tell me I’m the under performer.”

“If you can’t trust any of your bosses, or any of your peers, or any of your own employees, how in the hell are you going to use any proof you have to make a change?” Z asked.

“I have access to all of the video feeds in the station through the back door. I’ll put together a video and blast it to every citizen.” The woman shrugged as the train stopped and pointed to the door. “It’s all I can do.”

“Uhh. Speaking of video feeds, isn’t someone going to be able to watch this footage and know that you are here?” Z asked.

“I’ve got access to all the backup storage for all the feeds. I can delete all of it, or save it, when I get back to my office. They won’t even know it is me, since I stole the logins for one of the other security captains.”

“Hmmm.” Z pushed her lips together in a hard line.

“Anyways, let’s go,” the redhead said as she pointed down the stairs of the tube train station.

We followed her out to the street and through the crowds of citizens. District E reminded me of the massive city on Trappist-1e. Too many neon lights, too many people, and too many dirty buildings stacked on top of each other. The air smelled of burnt charcoal, old rubber, and despair.

The citizens were dressed similar to Z, Juliette, and I. They mostly wore jeans or leather pants with large jackets. The residents of District B put on a show when they went out, dressed fancy, and wore smiles on their faces. The people in this district all seemed in a hurry to get where they were going, and they gave each other suspicious glances when they walked past each other.

“Shit, we got lucky docking in District B,” Z said after we’d walked for a few minutes through the thick crowd.

“Somewhat. The control tower does a scan on each ship and then asks questions about trading. You said you were trading rhodium, so you were going to get routed to either A, B, or C.”

“Everyone else gets pushed to the other districts?” I asked.

“Yep. Alright, we are getting closer to Van Toreg’s bar.” Juliette nodded toward the end of the street. There was a neon sign there over a three-story building called Down, Down, Down, but the lights of the second sets of D’s were out, so that it read Down, own, own.

“What’s the plan?” I asked.

“They aren’t going to do the deal inside. The girls are being transported through District H. There will be a crew leaving the bar in the next hour or so, then they will walk toward the meeting point. We’ll follow, take pictures and video, then I’ll make an arrest when the moment is correct,” she explained.

“Got it,” I said.

“There’s a diner there with a window seat,” Z said as she pointed across the street. “We can sit inside and watch the front of the bar.”

“Yep. Handsome and I will sit inside and watch the bar. You’ll go to the back, find a place to squat by some trash bins or something, and let us know if they leave that way.”

“Uhhhh--” Z’s pretty face soured, but the other woman interrupted her.

“You have the transponder I gave you?”

“Yeah, but--”

“Then get going. We’ll be across the street. Let us know when you are in position.”

“I think we should stick together, or you shou--” I started to tell Juliette, but Z raised her hand.

“It’s fine,” she growled at the redhead. “I’ll let you know when I’m in position.” The blonde hacker turned to walk toward the bar, and I watched her slip into the alley beside the three-story building. I didn’t like the idea of being separated from her, especially if she was going to be hiding in a dark alley, but we were probably going to be less than a hundred meters away from each other, and if she got into trouble I’d be there in a few seconds.

“Buy me a cup of coffee?” Juliette said as soon as the Z disappeared into the alley.

“You have all my money,” I replied.

“Exactly,” the beautiful redhead gave me a shit-eating grin as she pulled my R-credit card out of her pocket.

“Yeah. Whatever,” I said as I gave a last look toward Z’s alley. Then I followed Juliette into the diner.
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Chapter 10

“I see a group of assholes leaving out the back of the bar.” Z’s voice came across our transponder twenty minutes after Juliette, and I ordered our coffee.

“Follow them at a distance, we’ll move to join you,” I said as Juliette nodded at me. Then we got out of our booth and walked out onto the street.

The redhead and I had verbally fenced while we drank our coffee. She’d asked me questions about how I got Persephone, how long I served in the military, and various other topics I didn’t care to talk about with her. In turn, I’d asked her about her pilot experience, old crew, and how she rose through the ranks of the Queen’s Hat security force.

Neither of us truly answered each other’s questions, but the woman was clever, and had years of police interrogation work under her belt. Even though I didn’t think I gave her anything useful, I was sure she got something she wanted out of the conversation.

“There,” Juliette said as five men walked out of an alley two corners down from the bar. They wore pinstripe suits and houndstooth flat caps. The men in the rear glanced around the street when they first walked out, but then they continued on their walk. Two of the men were carrying large leather duffle bags, and I guessed it was the payment for the girls who were going to be sold to them.

“Z, we are on their tail,” I said into the transponder as we began to follow them.

“Copy that,” the blonde hacker said. “I’m keeping to the alleys, but I can see them.” Her breath was coming out in gasps, and I guessed she was running to stay ahead of the men.

This area of the district was already a shithole, but it only got worse the deeper we moved toward District H. There were still plenty of people around, but most of them looked to be gang members, hookers, or beggars. A few of the bolder gang members asked me if I wanted to sell my woman, but most of them could sense my attitude, and they left us alone.

“How’s it looking, Z?” I asked after a pair of men started to follow us through the streets. They were scrawny gangsters who probably thought they could rob us and rape Juliette. I didn’t want to take the time to deal with them, so I opened my coat to show them the handle of my pistol, and the men quickly turned away.

“Fine,” she said.

“Are you safe? There are a bunch of shitheads in the street. I don’t want you to--”’

“I’m okay,” she said. “Look up the street a bit.”

I glanced ahead of the group of men we were tailing and saw the blonde woman buying street food from a rickety noodle stand. The woman had her back turned to our quarry, but they all turned to look at her ass when she reached across the counter to pick up her bowl of food.

“We are working, not eating,” Juliette hissed when we walked past the blonde hacker.

“That’s right. You’re working. I’m eating and working.”

“That looks like the entrance to District H,” I said as the men approached a twenty meter high by thirty-meter long doorway. The metal was spray painted with enough graffiti to start a new language, and the seams of the metal were actually rusted.

“Yep. That’s the place,” Juliette confirmed as the group of men made a right turn into an alley a few dozen meters before the painted door. “Let’s go.” The redhead glared at the blonde woman.

“Hmmm,” Z huffed as she slurped another mouthful of noodles and then set the bowl down.

I took the point position and walked toward the alley the five men turned into. I leaned out around the corner and didn’t see them in the narrow passageway. The alley did extend some fifteen meters before it made a left, so I figured the men had gone in that direction.

I stepped into the alley and pulled one of my pistols out of its holster. Both of the women followed my example, and we snuck down the alleyway to the first turn. I motioned for them to stay put while I moved to the next corner, and then I peeked out.

One of the suited men was standing at the entrance to an unmarked building. He was lighting a cigarette, and the roll up door behind him was half open. I guessed that the rest of the group had gone through the dark entrance into the building, but I couldn’t tell how far they might have moved inside.

I turned to the two women and gestured that just one guard was waiting. Both of them frowned, and Juliette motioned for me to move away from the corner so she could look. She leaned out around the corner for half a moment, turned back to me, and then nodded.

“What now?” Z’s mouth moved without her saying anything.

Juliette holstered her pistols and gestured for us to do the same. She raised a finger and mouthed “Wait.”

A few moments passed, and then the redhead smacked me across the face.

“What the fuck?” I gasped as I reached my hand up to my cheek. I hadn’t expected her to make the movement, and I was more surprised than hurt.

“Get your fucking hands off us!” Juliette shrieked.

“Hey! Who’s there?” I heard the man call out from around the corner.

“Someone help! He’s trying to rape us!” the redhead shouted as she turned her head away from us so the goon could hear us easier.

“What?” The man ran around the corner carrying an expandable baton.

“This fucker? He doesn’t want to pay! Wants it for free! We told him no!”

“Uhhh.” The man looked at me with confusion.

“Well, do something? Kick his ass!” Juliette said to him as she pointed at me.

“I don’t want to get involved--” he started to say, but then the redhead stepped toward him and delivered a surprisingly high kick right into his face.

The man fell into the wall of the alley, and he let out a gasp of surprise. The woman had long legs and didn’t really even twist over sideways to connect her boot with his nose. As he stumbled back, she coiled her leg up to her chest, rotated her grounded foot against the alley floor, and hit him in the face again. The second kicked bounced the man’s head off the building wall, and it was evident that she’d knocked him out.

“Wow,” Z said.

“That’s right, Blondie. Don’t fuck with me,” Juliette said as she shot a sneer to my friend.

I grabbed the man’s baton, collapsed it, and then put it in my coat pocket. Then I searched his pockets to find a few R-credit cards that I also took. The man did have a gun on him, but it was a small caliber six shot revolver that looked to be in ill repair. I still crammed it into one of my pockets and hoped I wouldn’t need to use the thing.

“How long will he stay--”

“A while. Let’s go into the building and hope they didn’t hear us,” I interrupted Z.

“You first, big guy.” Juliette gestured to the corner of the alleyway, and I nodded before taking the point position again.

No one had come out of the doorway to investigate the shouting, so I moved quickly to the roll up door and ducked inside. It took half a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness, but I didn’t see anyone near me. This appeared to be an abandoned machine shop, and the large interior of the building was filled with rusted machines that looked to have once pressed or folded sheets of metal. The space was unlit, but my superior eyes noticed a bit of a glow from the floor on the opposite side of the machine shop.

“Over there. I think there is a light under the floor,” I said to Juliette and Z when they joined me.

“I can’t see shit,” Z whispered.

“Your eyes need to adjust,” Juliette hissed.

“Really? Wow. I didn’t know that. Thank you for the fucking education.” Z’s voice was a mocking growl.

“You’re welcome. Anytime you need an explanation on how the universe works, let me know, and I’ll give you an education.”

“Enough,” I said. “I’ll go check out the floor. You both wait here.”

I crept across the open space of the dark workshop until I stood over the spot where the glow came through the narrow edges of the floor tile. The spot was obviously a trap door, and I pressed my ear to the ground with the hope that I could hear voices on the other side. I didn’t hear anyone speaking, and it meant that the metal was either too thick, or our quarry had continued deeper into the passageways under the station.

I clicked my tongue on the roof of my mouth twice, and the women came to my side.

“I don’t hear anything,” I whispered, “but I know they went down here. Let’s split up and try to find a way to open it.

“I’m going to get a light,” Z said as she held up her transponder. One of the device’s ends lit up, and she turned around the room slowly. Juliette followed her example, and I slid my hands across the floor to see if there was a hidden mechanism that would open the hatch.

“Hey,” Z whispered, and we both turned to her. “The handle on this machine isn’t rusted, or covered with dust.” The slender blonde woman rested her hand on the handle and then pulled it toward her.

There was a popping sound of levers releasing, and the door on the ground lifted up with a soft hydraulic hiss. Z did an over exaggerated fist pump in the air and then pointed at the redhead.

“You want a cookie or something?” Juliette snickered.

“I’ll settle for a ‘You’re pretty awesome, Z. I’ll never be a bitch to you again. Thanks for helping me save these girls.’”

“I’d rather bake cookies,” Juliette said. Then she looked at me. “You first, handsome.”

“Can you not call him that?” Z whispered as I carefully descended the stairs.

“Why not? He is. Oh, I get it,” the redhead said with a snicker. “You got it for him.”

“Do you want to save these girls or argue with Z?” I almost told the woman that I thought she was behaving very unprofessionally. She seemed a little too immature to be the captain of a police unit, but then I thought about the conversation between us in the hospital room. She probably had a strategy behind her efforts to bug Z.

“You are right, let’s go.” Juliette nodded and then walked down the steps.

There was a tiny wall lantern in the corridor, but our walk carried us out of its light and into near darkness. My eyes were sharp enough to see without much light, but I felt Juliette’s hand grab onto my arm.

“How can you see?” she whispered.

“Don’t worry about it. Z?” I asked as I turned to the blonde woman. I reached out to grab her hand, and I led the two women down the passage.

“Turning left,” I whispered when we reached the end of the straight metal hallway. It was only two meters of so across, and two and a half meters tall, so each of the women held onto me while they also ran their fingers along the wall. The tunnel was all sorts of claustrophobic feeling, and I would have had to hunch over if I was in my tiger form.

“This sucks,” Z said through ragged breaths. I could tell the darkness was getting to her. Or she probably wouldn’t have risked voicing an opinion for Juliette to mock. The redhead didn’t say anything to my friend’s words though, and I figured she must have agreed.

I sure did.

“I think I see light up ahead,” Juliette hissed after another few minutes of walking. It had gotten almost too dark for me to see, but the woman was right about the glow up ahead.

“I hear voices. Be quiet,” I warned as we continued.

There was another set of steps leading upward, and it opened into a large tunnel. There was a bit of light coming from the opening, but I doubted it would be enough for the women. I moved my head up to the lip of the opening and looked toward the distant light. The source was a hundred and fifty meters away in the center of the abandoned station street.

The buildings on each side of me were crafted in the ancient Roman style, with lots of open entrances, columns, and stone surfaces. I could hear voices from the light source, but it looked like the men had only set down a single lantern, and their bodies cast long backlit shadows through the oppressive darkness of the abandoned city.

“About a hundred and fifty meters that way,” I said once I’d crawled back down the steps, turned to the pair of women, and pointed toward the glow.

“What is around us?” Juliette whispered.

“City street. The buildings on either side have a lot of columns in the front that we can hide behind.”

“Alright. You lead.”

The women followed me out of the tunnel and across the street toward one of the buildings on our right. There were plenty of places to hide, and we easily found a spot about ten meters from the men gathered around the lantern. The four of them paced around the light nervously, and their movements caused the glow from the light source to dance down the street like flames.

“They are late,” one of the men hissed. “I fucking hate this place.”

“They are always late,” another one answered.

“Hey, did you hear something?” a third one asked, and I held my breath.

“What?” one of the men hissed.

“Ahh. I’m just fucking with you girls. Ha!” The man said as he let out a long laugh.

“That is Ian Van Toreg,” Juliette whispered to me. “I need him alive.”

“Got it,” I replied.

“Fucking prick,” one of the men said as he looked in our direction, but he looked away almost immediately without raising any alarm.

Z, Juliette, and I were crouched behind a solid stone bench placed on the side of the street, and there was another alleyway behind us if we needed to fall back. The buildings, lamps, and other parts of this district looked in fine repair, and I wondered if Juliette had been right about the parliament keeping the district closed on purpose, so they could have an easier time transporting illegal goods through it.

“I see a light. They are coming,” one of the men said as he pointed in the distance. I followed his finger and saw a distant glow down the street.

There was a lot of light, and I pulled on Z and Juliette’s coat sleeves so that we could fall back into the alley a few meters behind us.

The other group took a good five minutes to reach us, and I’d been correct in my guess. Ten men were wearing Victorian suits leading six girls wearing similar school uniforms. The girls were all handcuffed, joined together with a chain, and they each had ball gags in their mouths. The girls looked to be in their mid-teens, and their faces painted a picture of clear terror.

“You’re late,” Van Toreg said.

“So?” a man asked as he stepped toward the lantern Van Toreg had laid on the ground. Another man walked with him, and he glanced around the dark buildings with interest.

“That’s Jared Wes on the left. He works for Huyan Kar. The guy on the right is Tyrell Durel. He works for Congressman Baccala.” Juliette pulled a square device out of her leather jacket, pressed a button to extend a lens from the center of it, and then pointed it at the group of men.

“So? I don’t like to waste my time,” Van Toreg hissed.

“Me either, Mate,” said Jared. “That’s why I am late.”

“Come on, man. Be professional.”

“Eh? Eh?” Jared leaned forward and cupped his ear as if he had trouble hearing. “I thought you just said something rude, but I’m sure I’m mistaken. Hey Tyrell, did you hear Ian say something rude?”

“It could have been rude.” Tyrell shrugged. “But I kind of want to get the fuck out of here, so let’s get on with this.”

“Sure, Mate,” Jared said before he turned back to Ian Van Toreg. “You bring the stuff?”

“Yeah.” Van Toreg nodded to his men, and they set the two large leather duffle bags down at Jared and Tyrell’s feet.

“Careful with that stuff, or you’ll kill everyone in your district,” Van Toreg warned.

“We know what the fuck we are doing,” Jared said as he squatted next to the bag. The man opened it and began to rifle through the contents with surprising care.

“Yeah, whatever. I don’t have much of a conscience, but I’d hate for you to kill a quarter of a million people because you measured something wrong and put too much boom in your bomb. You said you’ve got someone who knows how to wire the explosives?”

“Yeah, Mate. I’ve got my orders, you’ve got yours. Worry about your own district, eh?”

“Whatever. Pass us the merchandise,” Van Toreg said as he pointed at the crying girls.

I felt the beast in my stomach growl when the man called the girls ‘merchandise’, and I had to take a dozen long breaths to relax the muscles in my back.

“Careful with them,” Jared said with a sneer. “You gotta put your wanker in the right hole, or you’ll damage them.”

“Ha. Asshole,” Ian Van Toreg said with a sneer.

The men in Jared’s group pulled the chained women over to the other men and handed the leash over. One of the girls began to sob loudly, and she yanked on the chain that attached her wrists to the other young women. Her sudden movement caused them all to fall, and the man next to her raised his hand to hit her.

“Hey! No hitting! I can’t sell them if they are bruised,” Van Toreg shouted before the man could land his strike.

“Have you seen enough?” I growled to Juliette. “Let’s make our move.”

She pushed her hand against my chest to keep me from walking forward and then turned away from her camera. “A bit more. I need as much as possible.”

I growled in return, and the woman dropped her hand from my chest so she could look back to her camera. The men were picking the sobbing women up from the ground, and I saw Jared open up the second bag so that he could search through the contents.

“Looks like you are eight kilos short, Mate,” Jared said.

“Naw. There is sixty-four total there. Count again,” Ian Van Toreg said as he ran his hands over the ass of one of the girls. The movement wasn’t sexual at all. It was as if the man was inspecting livestock.

“I just counted again. You are short.”

“You’re kidding me? I counted it myself before we left.”

“Then you need help doing math,” Jared snarled.

“Jared, every time we do an exchange like this you say I’m fucking you. Doesn’t matter if it is drugs, weapons, or explosives. Then I do a recount, and it ends up that you were wrong. So today, you can go piss off.”

“That’s not the right answer, Mate. I’m not going to be able to take out the harbor platforms without the extra eight.”

“It is there. Also, you need to get a better tech. I’m taking care of mine with only thirty kilos. Our contacts told me to give you more because you are an idiot,” Ian Van Toreg said.

The eight men standing behind Jared and Tyrell all pulled pistols out of their belts and pointed them at Ian van Toreg’s crew. The other men were quick on the draw also, and they all held their weapons out half a moment later. The handcuffed girls shuffled to the side a bit so that they weren’t in the line of fire, but one of the men held onto the girl nearest him.

So that she shielded most of his body.

My anger roared through my muscles, and I felt the beast threaten to take control of my body. My human mind knew I’d get shot full of holes if I jumped into the fray at this moment, so I forced the animal back down to the depths of my stomach. The sensation made my body shake with a painfully, but Juliette was too busy studying the camera to notice.

Z’s hand rested on my left tricep and I turned to face her. The woman’s eyes met mine, and I felt the rush of blood through my ears slow slightly.

“You’re being foolish, Jared,” Ian Van Toreg hissed.

“I’ve got a lot more to do than you. I’m taking out the security station, three banks, and the harbor. I need the full set of explosives, so you need to stop fucking with me,” Jared answered.

“I’ll recount,” Turell sighed and then bent down to sort through the two duffle bags. It took the man a handful of minutes to go through it, but then he looked up at Jared with a shrug. “I count sixty-four.”

“No shit? Huh,” Jared lifted up his cap to scratch the top of his skull. “My bad, Mate.”

“Yeah. You do this every time,” Ian Van Toreg groaned.

“Just like to keep you on your toes is all. I supposed we are done here.” Jared’s men slowly lowered their pistols and then holstered them in their suit jackets.

“Looks like we are. I’ll see you in Parliament,” Ian van Toreg said as he motioned for his men to get ready to leave.

“Yeah, Mate. Gonna be fun. Cracking eggs to make an omelet and all that.” Jared motioned for two of his men to pick up the bags, and the group turned to walk away.

I thought that Juliette would have tried to make the arrest, but she just put her camera away and moved back into the alley. She pointed in the direction Ian van Toreg and his crew were moving with the girls, and then set off through the alleyways to follow them.

“I thought they were trading drugs for the girls,” Juliette whispered as we snuck through the alleys.

“Do you know what they have planned?” I whispered.

“No. I have some theories.”

“Oh?” I asked.

“We’ll talk later. First priority is saving those girls and arresting Ian Van Toreg.”

“Got it,” I said as we reached the edge of the alley.

“When?” Z asked softly.

“We’ll wait for them to get to the tunnel entrance,” Juliette said. “Adam and I will make the arrests. You’ll get the girls unlocked and into the tunnel.”

“Okay,” Z whispered.

“On my signal,” Juliette said, and we continued to follow her movements through the forgotten city.

The group of gangsters made it to the tunnel, and they shone the light inside so the captured girls could walk down the stairs without tripping. The men seemed completely unaware that we were following them, and I thought we’d be able to catch them by surprise.

“Let’s go,” Juliette said as she pulled out her pistol. I followed her example, nodded at Z, and then walked into the center of the street next to the redheaded cop.

“Ian Van Toreg, you are under arrest for the illegal trafficking of slaves and suspected terrorism,” she said with surprising calmness. Her words made the men jump with surprise, and a few reached for the guns.

“Ahh, ahh, ahh,” I growled as I aimed my pistol at him. The gun in my hand wasn’t as large as my revolver, but it was still one of the largest pistols I had ever seen, and the man’s eyes widened as he stared down the wide barrel.

“Put your hands on your head and get on your knees,” Juliette instructed.

“Who the fuck are you?” Van Toreg asked.

“Doesn’t matter, you are under arrest.”

“What authority do you have to arrest me?”

“How about the big gun in your face? Get on your knees!” Juliette stepped toward the man, grabbed his arm, twisted it behind his back, and then pushed him to the ground. One of the other gangsters standing next to her moved to reach his hand into his coat, but the woman saw him out of the corner of her eye, and she swung her arm around to point her pistol at him. “Don’t be an idiot.”

The man nodded, placed his hands on his head, and then sank down to his knees. The other men followed their example, and I kept my weapon aimed at them while Juliette searched them, disarmed them, and then bound their wrists together behind their back.”

“Keys,” Juliette said as she pulled a ring of them out of one of the men’s pockets. She tossed them in the air to Z, and the blonde hacker caught them with a fluid motion.

My friend moved to the handcuffed girls and began to push the keys into the locks while Juliette finished disarming the last man.

“What’s your plan, girl?” You’ll never make it through the district with us in tow. I’ve got guys on every street corner. They are all armed and will put a bullet in you as soon as I give the word.”

“You know, it’s illegal to have a firearm on Queen’s Hat,” Juliette said with a mocking tone. “I don’t even need to take you to trial, I can just push you out an airlock right now.”

There isn’t an airlock anywhere close by, bitch, and good luck getting to--”

Juliette interrupted Ian Van Toreg’s words by shooting one of the kneeling men in the head. The man’s head snapped back with the impact of her bullet, and most of his brains splattered the street and curb behind him like a bucket of tossed paint.

“What the fuck? You just killed him!” Van Toreg shrieked.

“Good riddance. Want any of your other goons to die? Keep talking,” Juliette growled as she moved her pistol to point at another one of Ian Van Toreg’s henchmen.

“I thought you were a cop. You aren’t supposed to be--”

Juliette’s handgun went off again, and another one of Ian Van Toreg’s men’s heads exploded like a smashed watermelon.

“Let me make something really fucking clear to you, scum,” the redhead said as she yanked Ian’s head back and shoved the business end of her pistol deep into his mouth. “You are buying and selling kids. I don’t give a fuck about what you think I can, or cannot do. As far as I’m concerned, death by airlock is too good a fate for you, but if you come with me peacefully, and answer my questions, I’ll argue that you get life in the brig instead of a cold space death. If any of your fucking friends in District E try to take a shot at me, I’ll just kill you first and consider it a victory. Got it?”

The man tried to speak around the barrel of her pistol, but she didn’t bother to pull it out of his throat.

“Good. I’m glad we understand each other.” Juliette turned to Z. “Put the ball gags on these fucks, cuff their legs together, and then chain them.”

“We aren’t taking them with us?” Z asked.

“No, I just need Ian Van Toreg. These guys are going to be too much of a liability. We’ll leave them.

“They’ve seen what we look like, though,” Z said.

“Good point. We should probably kill them,” Juliette said as she pointed her gun at the head of another man.

“No!” Z shouted along with the three men kneeling on the ground.

“What’s your problem? These are slave traders. They were about to sell these girls. It will be too risky to take them with us, and you are right, they’ll be able to identify us later.”

“We won’t say shit. Honest!” one of the men begged.

“Ehhh. I don’t believe scum like you for a damn second,” Juliette growled.

“Wait,” Z said. “It feels wrong to kill them after they surrendered.” She turned to me, and then Juliette did the same.

“Well, handsome. What’s your vote?”

I turned over the situation in my head a few times. I hated the idea of killing someone when they couldn’t fight back, but these were evil men, who sold kids as sex slaves.

I knew what Eve would say if she had been here.

My pistol kicked three times in my hand. Each bullet ended a man’s life by putting a massive hole in the center of their skull. They fell over dead, and I turned to look at the woman without feeling any remorse in my chest.

“Guess that’s an answer,” Z said with a sigh. “Probably for the best.”

“You just didn’t want to pull the trigger. Your man doesn’t have a problem taking care of business. I’m starting to like him more.” Juliette winked at me.

“Whatever,” Z huffed as she picked up the lantern and walked toward the steps leading to the claustrophobic corridor. “Let’s get back to our ship so you can interrogate this asshole.”

“Let’s go,” Juliette said as she pulled her pistol out of Ian Van Toreg’s mouth. Then she looked to the young women who Z had just freed. “Girls, we are going to get you out of here. Just follow us and stay--”

A gunshot cracked from behind, and I threw myself between where I thought the sound originated from, and Z’s location. The bullet missed us, and I pulled my friend toward the entrance to the tunnel.

“Go!” Juliette shouted to the girls as they screamed and sprinted down the steps.

A series of shots echoed behind us and I turned around to shoot back at where their muzzles flashed. The men were a good eighty meters away, so their pistol bullets weren’t coming anywhere close to me. My shots were more accurate, and one of the men screamed after I fired for a third time. I doubted that I did more than hit him in the arm, but his cry cautioned the other men from firing, so I was able to retreat down the stairs. Z still held the lantern, but she was at the front of our procession, and the light flickered with the movement of my friend and the running girls.

I didn’t see a latch or anything to close the hatch, so I fired my pistol out toward where I thought the men were taking cover to buy us some time, and then I turned around to chase after the women.

I was expecting that the journey back to our ship was going to be dangerous because of Ian Van Toreg’s henchmen, but we’d have even bigger problems if Jared, Tyrell, and their eight men decided to follow us. If they gave chase, we’d be pinched between two different gangs with the added burden of five girls and an uncooperative criminal to protect.

We were going to have to move fast.
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Chapter 11

“I’ll take the front. Z, you take the rear and watch our backs. They might be coming after us,” I said as we exited the tight tunnel.

We were back in the machine shop now, and the lamp the blonde hacker carried gave me enough light to see that all the massive machines were bolted to the metal floor. If I was desperate, I might be able to yank one of them out of the mounts and then tip it over on top of the trap door, but I didn’t want to waste any time making an attempt to block their escape if it wasn’t going to be successful.

“Got it,” Z said as she let me run in front of her. I crouched at the edge of the roll-up door and didn’t see anyone, so I moved under it and into the alleyway. I found the man Juliette kicked still unconscious and in the same position we had left him. Or maybe he was dead. I didn’t really care at this point. Anyone who went along with enslaving kids deserved to die.

“You are going to be okay.” I heard the redhead soothe the five girls as they ducked under the roll-up door. “We’ll get you to our ship, and then back to your homes.”

“Ha,” Van Toreg said with a mocking laugh.

“You got a problem?” Juliette said as she yanked him under the roll up door and to his feet.

“Naw, girl. You’re the one who's gonna have a problem. I’ve heard about you,” the gangster said.

“I’m sure they say I am just the sweetest thing on the station,” Juliette replied with a mocking tone.

“You’re Juliette Larns, eh?”

“Street looks clear,” I said as I leaned across the corner of the alley. “I’ll keep my hands in my pocket but hold onto my gun.”

“It’s not gonna matter. As I said before, you won’t make it to your ship. I have a fucking army on the streets. Even the cops are on my payroll.” Van Toreg looked at Juliette and smiled smugly. “But, you know that, though.”

“I’ll do the station a service if I just put a bullet in you,” the cop said as she pressed the gun to his temple. “I’m a big fan of cutting dead weight. Especially if it is scum like you.”

“Naw, you need me to give you info about--”

Juliette pulled her pistol away from his head and then smacked him with the butt of the weapon. Van Toreg let out a cry of pain, stumbled back, but didn’t fall because she yanked on his arm.

“No more talking until we get to our ship,” she said as she tugged him after me.

I glanced at Z, and she gave me a sour look. She opened her mouth to speak, but I shook my head, and the blonde hacker swallowed her comment. I didn’t like the way that the redhead had referred to Persephone as ‘our ship’, but I kept my mouth closed.

Z made one last check around the corner before she nodded to me. Then she put her gun in her jacket, grabbed the hands of two of the most emotional girls, and whispered for the other three to follow us.

Then we stepped out of the alleyway and into the dirty street of District E.

I was in front, Juliette, and Ian Van Toreg walked behind me, then came three of the school girls followed by Z and the two teenagers who were still crying. There weren’t any pedestrians within fifty meters, but we were close to the abandoned part of the station, and I knew we’d walk through busier sections.

Then we would have to get on the tube to take us back to the harbor.

If Van Toreg really did have the cops on his payroll, we were going to have a really hard time getting to our dock. At least the ones I had seen didn’t carry firearms. They’d been equipped with stun batons and tasers. I didn’t like the idea of fighting police, so I looked around the streets for another alleyway we could take.

“You aren’t gonna find anything like that.” the gangster read my mind. “This is the only avenue to the tube. All these allies head perpendicular. We’re gonna walk past one of my look out groups up ahead. This is your last chance to surrender.”

“We aren’t going to--”

“I’m talking to the big guy. Hey,” Ian Van Toreg raised his voice a bit to get my attention. “You can walk right now. I dunno how much Larns is paying you, but I’ll add a zero to the end. All you gotta do is leave her with me. You can even take the rest of these girls back with you, I don’t mind. Hey, you listening to me?”

“Sorry. I don’t deal with slavers,” I said over my shoulder. “If I had my way, I would have beat you until your skull cracked open.”

“Another idiot. I’m not a slaver. Just a broker. Look, I don’t mistreat these girls, and I sell them to the upper crust of society. We are talking Parliament here. They put them to work in their houses, yeah, some of them will probably get fucked everyday, but it’s better than the miserable life they would have lived being poor on the station. Hell, they’ll probably end up selling their bodies anyway. At least they’ll get put into good homes.”

“You’re a mother fucking hero,” Z spat.

“Thanks.” The man chuckled. “I’ll make sure my boys keep you and Officer Larns alive. We’ll have some fun with you before we sell you.”

The man’s comment made the beast scream in my ears, and I almost lost my balance. It felt like it was getting harder to keep control of my shape changing, but I didn’t know if that was because I was just tired or hungry.

Or because he had threatened Z.

I tensed my jaw and forced the angry growl back into my stomach. I didn’t want to lose track of my priorities here. I had to help these girls, and I had to do what Juliette needed me to do so she could release Eve.

“Awww, looks like I pissed off your boyfriend. Maybe I’ll keep him alive so he can watch us. I’ve done that a few times. Always adds some spice. I’ll tie ya up to the ceiling by your hands, then cut off all your clothes with a razor. I put a mirror up so you can see the line of guys waiting to get a piece--”

I turned on my heel before I could think and grabbed the man by the throat with my left hand. Everyone let out a surprised gasp when I lifted him off the ground with a quick jerk.

Then I started to squeeze, and Ian Van Toreg’s eyes bulged out of his head like hard boiled eggs.

“Put him down,” Juliette commanded as she grabbed my left arm. The woman pulled down on me, but it felt like she weighed ten kilograms.

“Adam, it’s okay! He’s just a fucker. Don’t kill him!” I heard Z, but it sounded like she was whispering to me from my dream.

“You won’t be raping anyone ever again,” I growled as my hand crushed his neck.

“Stop! You are killing him!” Juliette said, but I didn’t fucking care. I wanted this asshole to die. He was the kind of evil I wanted to protect people from. He preyed on kids and women. He’d threatened Z, and the beast inside my soul was overruling the small part of my human mind that realized we needed to question the man so that we could find out what the explosives would be used for.

“Ahhhhccck,” the man let out strangled choke, and I felt the tip of Juliette’s pistol push against my temple.

“Put. Him. Down,” she ordered.

“Don’t put your fucking gun to his head,” Z hissed at the policewoman. “You’ll make him really angry, and you don’t want to make him angry. Believe me, he gets crazy.”

Z was right. It was taking every ounce of willpower to keep from shifting into my tiger form, and I felt like the only thing keeping me trapped in my human skin were the fingers I had wrapped around the diabolical man’s throat. The redhead’s gun wasn’t helping me keep control, and the beast demanded I let it take over so it could handle this situation with fang and claw.

“I’ll do whatever I--” Juliette started to say, but his neck snapped with the sound of cracking wood, and it cut off her words.

“Fucking--” she moaned as I dropped the man’s lifeless corpse onto the dirty street. “Why did you do that? I needed him!”

“Get your gun out of my face.” I faced her so that the barrel of her pistol was in between my eyes.

“You just blew the operation, and--” Juliette stopped speaking as she looked into my eyes. Her mouth hung open, and her green eyes widened. She closed her mouth with a snap, opened it again, and then lowered her gun from my face.

“Hey!” a voice screamed from behind us. It was the man who worked inside of the noodle shop some forty meters away from us where Z had hastily bought a meal. The man was leaning out of his booth and pointing in our direction. “They killed Ian Van Toreg! Help! Help!” he shouted as he darted from inside the stand, twisted around a trash bin, and then started sprinting away from us.

“Let’s move,” I growled to the women as I chased after the apron wearing man. The street was empty around us, but the noodle chef was moving toward cross traffic on the street. I was gaining on him, but it became apparent that I wasn’t going to be able to reach him before he got to the group of five men smoking cigarettes beside a brothel.

For half a moment I wondered if the men were gangsters working for Ian Van Toreg, but then they saw me chasing after the cook, and they pulled out their pistols.

I jumped into an alley on my left as they shot at me. I was still a good twenty meters away, so all of their shots missed. I pulled out both of my pistols and ducked back around the alleyway corner to aim at the group. Two of the five men took cover around the corner of the alley where they were smoking, but the other three were crouching on the sidewalk. They weren’t even bothering to take any sort of cover, and I figured that the men had probably never received proper training.

The people on the streets were screaming, and I could hear the small crowd run to my left, away from the sounds of the gangster’s bullets. Our escape might have been easier with Ian Van Toreg dead, but now these five men knew we’d killed him so I would have to deal with them quickly, and then hope we could escape with the wave of citizens fleeing the battle.

I almost didn’t need to aim my pistols. I had been a good shot when I was in the Marines, but the experiments had added an unnatural affinity to my hand-eye coordination. My handguns kicked back at the same instant as I pulled the trigger, and the pair of bullets took two different men in the chest. They tumbled back against the brick wall of the brothel with a spray of blood, and I ducked back around the edge, as the other three men began to return fire.

I pushed my back to the alley wall and then poked my head out after the first volley passed. Juliette was lining up a shot and had a good angle on the men leaning out from the alley. I didn’t see Z or the teenage girls, but I also didn’t see any of them laying on the dirty street, so I knew they had made it to the alley behind the redheaded cop.

I ducked back undercover a moment before the three gangsters shot at me again. I heard Juliette’s gun bark from the next alley over, and a man screamed a second afterward. I spun out from around the corner and squeezed the trigger on my left gun. My bullet found the skull of the last crouching man and the slug lifted him off his feet.

I didn’t have a shot at the last two men in the alley, so I strafed around toward Juliette’s position so that I could get a better view down the alley. One man was injured, and the other was trying to run away. A bullet from my right gun took the runner in the back and sprayed half of his chest across the far wall.

The injured man had dropped his gun when Juliette shot him, and he was in the process of reaching for it. My left pistol shouted an objection to his movement, and I felt the massive slide yank back pleasantly against my grip. The bullet turned his chest into a hole, and he crumpled like a dead roach.

“Move,” I ordered as I holstered my weapons in my coat.

“Come on, girls,” I heard Z say as she herded the crying women out of the alley. The girls looked at me with absolute terror on their faces, and I wondered if they would mentally be able to handle the rest of our journey. We were almost a kilometer and a half from the train that would take us back to the harbor, but I didn’t know how many more assholes would stand in our way.

Then I heard the sirens.

“Shit. The fuzz,” Juliette moaned.

“Aren’t you the fuzz?” Z shouted over the alarm.

“Yep, but these guys are on Ian’s payroll. We need to run.”

“Go! Run!” I shouted as I picked up my walking pace. Then I was sprinting, but I had to slow my pace, or I’d get too far ahead of the seven women.

We were still behind the tide of running citizens, but we were getting closer to the end. I hated the idea of running inside of the mob, but I figured we could lose the cops if we looked to be part of the crowd.

A good three hundred people were crowding in the streets ahead of us, and they began to pour into another major avenue that ran parallel to the tube tracks. It was a T intersection, and most of the crowd stampeded to the right.

“Left!” Juliette screamed over the crowd and sirens.

I pivoted in the other direction and pushed through the crowd of bodies trying to head past me. Even when I wasn’t in my tiger-man form, I was a tall man with broad shoulders, so most of the people bounced off me as they ran. I glanced over my shoulder a few times to ensure the women I escorted didn’t get caught up in the crowd.

Then we broke through the mass of people, and I turned to check on them.

“Where is Z?” I asked the other six women. My heart was suddenly hammering in my chest, and the beast in my stomach began to growl.

“Uhhh. She was right behind me,” one of the girls said as she looked back into the crowd.

“Wait here.” I stepped toward the mob, but then felt Juliette’s hand on my arm.

“Leave her. We have to get back to the ship. She’s a big girl and can take care of herself. She can take a tube back to District B.”

“I don’t leave my friends behind.” I glanced down at her hand and then gave her a cold stare.

She matched my glare with her green eyes, and I almost thought I was going to have to yank my arm away, but then she let me go and sighed. “Okay, we’ll move to the tubes and try to get back to the harbor. We aren’t going to wait for--”

“Hide in that alley over there.” I nodded to another side passage between two buildings. “I’ll be right back.”

“Wait, damn it!” she shouted as I tore loose of her grip and charged back into the crowd.

I was swimming in a sea of people, and they were all pushing the same direction I was trying to go. The beast in my stomach screamed louder than the siren, and I felt like it wanted to tear through all the people until we found Z. I called her name, but I might as well have shouted into one of the Jupiter storms. I couldn’t even hear myself over the sound of the people trying to escape and the sirens.

I saw someone go down under a swarm of people and I pushed through the throng to reach them. It was an old man, and I yanked him to his feet before he could get trampled to death. The man opened his mouth to say something to me, but I couldn’t hear him. I saw a young woman fall into the crowd to my left, and I plowed through the mob of people to reach her. The woman was holding onto a baby, and I got her up before either of them were harmed.

Damn it, I did this by killing Ian Van Toreg. I should have had better control of my rage. I shouldn’t have strangled him. His words and threats were just empty, and I’d let them anger me because he’d said them about Z. I needed to get better at controlling the beast in my DNA, or I knew I would end up making a mistake that would cost one of my friends their lives.

Maybe it had. Maybe Z had been trampled by the crowd, and she was dead on the street here. The thought made a roar escape my mouth, and it sounded like a tiger’s trumpeted rage. My voice carried over the blaring siren, and the throng of people surrounding me stopped moving to stare.

Then I saw Z’s hand pop up into the air about fifteen meters from my position.

She was deep in the sea of bodies, and I guessed she must have gotten knocked out of our caravan almost as soon as we entered the mob. She was trying to swim to me, but it was apparent that she couldn’t muscle her way through the flow of traffic. If anything, it seemed like she kept getting carried farther away from me as I tried to get closer.

“Adam!” I thought I heard her yell as she waved her hand in the air again. Her cry made my adrenaline surge, and I tried to muscle through a thick cluster of people between us. My movements accidentally knocked over a pair of older women, and I hauled them back to their feet before I continued.

The action cost me precious time, though, and I couldn’t find Z when I turned to the spot she had just been. It made me want to scream, and my beast begged to be unleashed so it could murder everyone in between us. Its demands were easier to resist because I knew these people were only trying to flee to safety, and they didn’t deserve to die.

I saw a flash of blonde hair out of the corner of my eye, and I turned toward it. The woman wasn’t Z though, and I swung my neck around again to try and spot her through the crowd. I saw someone with tattoos on a shaved head, and while Z’s hair had started to grow over the half of her scalp, I still turned toward the brief flash of color. It wasn’t her, and I looked through the crowd again.

“Adam!” I thought I heard her call from my left, and I turned to see her trying to thread through an endless rush of people. She was about five meters from me, and I pushed aside a group of men so that I could reach her. The crowd almost took her from me again, but she reached out with her hand at the last moment, and our fingers grasped each other.

I pulled Z through the crowd and wrapped her in a protective embrace. For a few seconds, neither of us moved as we held each other. Her face was buried into my chest, and I could feel her panicked breaths leave her chest in large gulps.

“We have to get back to the ship!” I yelled over the sound of the siren and the crowd. I didn’t know if Z heard me, but she did pull away from my chest and then point toward where I had left Juliette and the other five girls.

I pivoted on my feet and felt the hacker’s arms circle above my shoulders. I figured out what she wanted a moment after her hands locked around my neck. I squatted down so Z could wrap her limbs around me. I supported her legs with my hands so that I carried her in the “piggy back” position, and then I pushed through the chaotic crowd.

A good deal of the dense traffic had moved past our position, but there was still a good chunk of people racing to go the other direction. I realized that there were way more people here at this intersection than what I first observed on the street. Where did they all come from? Why were they all running in this direction? I guessed that they came from the buildings or homes lining the streets of the district, but I had first guessed there were only a few hundred on the streets, but now I swore there were thousands of people trying to evacuate.

I busted through the last wave of panicked citizens and sprinted toward the alley where I told Juliette to hide. I didn’t see her when I first entered the darker space, but then I noticed the coat of one of the school girls poking out from behind a trash bin.

“We are here. Let’s get a move on.” The siren wasn’t as loud in the alleyway, and I didn’t have to scream at them.

“Took you long enough,” Juliette said as she rose from behind the bin with the other girls. The redhead glanced at me, then Z, and she shook her head with obvious annoyance.

“Why is everyone running in that direction?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” the redhead said. “They should be staying in their homes until security arrives.”

“How long does it take the cops to get here?” Z asked. “It’s been more than a few minutes.”

“Listen, I don’t run this district. We have standardized procedures, but this might as well be another world for all I care. All I cared about was saving these girls and bringing Ian Van Toreg to justice. Now I can’t do the latter.”

“Oh, I’m pretty sure that fuck was brought to justice. He’s rotting in whatever hell there is for slavers,” Z said.

“We need to get to the tube,” I said as I looked out the corner.

Then I saw the reason all the citizens were running: There was an army of soldiers wearing full riot gear marching down the street.

“Shit! Get back behind the bin!” I pointed into the depths of the alley.

We retreated again, and then tried to conceal ourselves behind the trash bin. The container was actually a combination bin and compactor, and it was mounted to a disposal tube on the bottom. It meant that I couldn’t push the bin out from the wall and turn it so the wide side faced the opening of the alley. So the eight of us did our best to press into the small space behind the metal. It would be fine as long as no one decided to walk a few meters into the narrow passageway.

“What did you see?” Z whispered, but then she gasped when the first row of marching police passed the opening of the alley.

Then a second row passed.

Then a third, fourth, and fifth.

“Hmmm. Jalex must have all of his people out here right now,” Juliette muttered.

“Who?” I asked as another row of black armored soldier looking cops marched past us.

“My counterpart here,” she said. “I counted two hundred and twenty so far. That’s a third of my entire force. He got them loaded up in riot gear really quick.” Her jaw formed a hard line and our eyes met in the dim light.

“He knows something is going on,” I said.

“Yep,” she agreed with a sigh. “It has something to do with the explosives. If only we had someone alive to interrogate about what was going on.”

“I lost control,” I admitted. “I’m sorry I messed up your plans.”

Juliette’s eyes opened wider for a few moments, but then she nodded and cleared her throat. “Yep. You fucked up, but I guess I shouldn’t blame you. He was a fucker.”

“Looks like that’s all the cops,” Z said as she nodded to the street. “We should try to get out of here and--”

Her words were cut off by the sounds of gunshots coming from the direction the police were heading. The noise punctured through the siren like rolling thunder, and I felt my chest tighten.

“What the fuck? Are they shooting people?” Z asked Juliette.

“Probably only rubber rounds for riot control,” the other woman answered.

“Probably?” Z grimaced.

“Wait here,” I said as I moved again to the mouth of the alley.

The gun fire had another surge of intensity, but it sounded as if it was far off in the distance. When I reached the end of the alley, I risked a quick lean out to glance in the direction of the tube that would take us to the harbor. I didn’t see any more armored police officers on the street, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Then I glanced back to the direction of the crowd. I saw the backs of the last line of armed police. They were a good eighty meters away.

I motioned for the women to come up and meet me at the edge of the alley. As soon as they did so, I pointed toward the police lines. “We are going to hug the left sides of the buildings and work our way toward the tube station. Eventually we’ll have to cross the street to get there. Got it?” My question was aimed at the teary eyed girls. They nodded, and I gestured for Juliette to follow me.

I turned the corner, and began to slide down the front of the buildings away from the line of riot police.

We made it past the first building, which was actually a bank, then we crossed another alley and passed a drone repair shop. The third storefront was a bar, and I gestured for the women to duck into it for a moment. As soon as they did, I glanced back behind us to see if any of the riot police had seen us. They were now a good hundred and thirty meters away, and I guessed we were out of immediate danger.

I nodded to the women and then darted around the corner again. The tube station was another eighty meters ahead, and I saw one of the cars leave the station to head toward District E’s harbor. I did a rough estimate and figured that we’d probably need to wait a few minutes for the next tube to arrive, but I didn’t think it would be a big deal as long as we could find a spot to hide.

We ducked into another alleyway, and I checked the row of riot police one last time. The police were plenty far away now, and no one had turned to spot us. I felt my nerves relax a bit, and I started to think that we were going to be able to get back to Persephone without a confrontation.

“One last stop and we’ll board the tube,” I told the women before I moved around the corner again. We passed another four buildings and then ducked into the last alley. The next corner was another major intersection, and it formed a T intersection with the street we had just fled. Across the road was the tube station, and crossing to board it would put us in plain sight of the distant riot police and anyone who was stationed on this intersecting avenue.

“I’m going to go check out the next street,” I told the women. “You all stay here.”

“Careful,” Z said.

“Always,” I replied.

“Uhhh, no. You are the exact opposite of that, Kitty Boy,” she said with a frown.

“Kitty boy?” Juliette asked as I turned the corner.

“Uhhh. Pet name for the captain. Sorry,” Z said, but I almost couldn’t hear her over the siren.

I moved to the end of the building and paused to see if I could hear anything around the corner. I couldn’t because of the siren, so I took a deep breath and leaned out. I made a quick count of fifteen guards sweeping the street a good twenty meters away from my position. Their backs were to me, and they were walking away, but they each wore full riot gear. Half of them held shock batons, and the other half held shotgun looking weapons with large magazines. I deduced they were riot control weapons which fired suppression rounds, but I didn’t really care to find out for sure.

I returned to the alley where the women hid and gave them the update.

“As soon as the tube hits the station, we are going to make a run for it. There are riot cops down both of these streets, and I’m hoping we can make it in without them seeing us. Don’t look in either direction, just run. Do you all understand?” I asked the captured girls. They nodded, and I looked to Z. “Make sure they get inside the tube.”

“Got it.”

“You help her,” I said to Juliette.

“I don’t need any orders from--” she began, but I waved my hand at her and gestured for them to move deeper into the alley.

“It’s coming. Stand back,” I said, and Juliette did follow my orders.

The tube train pulled into the raised platform, and I made ready to run. It was a forty meter distance across the street, two meters up the stairs, and then another fifteen to the tube. I’d be able to make it there in under fifteen seconds, even without my changed tiger form, but I didn’t think the girls would get there for thirty. The doors stayed open for about a minute, so I figured that we had time to spare.

The doors slid open with a hiss, and I opened my mouth to order the run, but then six cops in riot gear stepped out of the train.
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Chapter 12

“Shit. Get back,” I hissed as I moved away from the edge of the alleyway.

“Crap. What do we do now?” Z asked as we retreated.

“They will leave,” Juliette said. “Probably on the next train, or they will move to the streets. We just have to wait.”

“I actually agree with you.” Z snickered.

“Ahh, you have a brain after all,” the redhead said.

“Annnnnnnd, now you can go fuck yourself. For real. I’ve got a gun you can use.”

“I can think of someone else’s weapon I’d rather fuck,” Juliette said, and I felt a hand tap me on the back.

“You don’t have many friends, do you?” Z hissed.

“Nope. Not a single one. I don’t think you have many either,” Juliette answered.

“Hey,” I hissed back at them, and they both closed their mouths. “Shut up.”

Both of the pretty women glared at me, but I turned back around before they could reply. The armored soldiers were standing on the tube platform and talking to each other. The siren was still going so I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it didn’t look like they were in a hurry to go anywhere.

We waited.

The next tube came to a stop after a few minutes, and the doors opened silently. The armored cops didn’t even look at the tube, they were engrossed in their conversation. Two of the men carried the riot shotguns, and the other four held door sized plastic shields and stun batons. The group of them would make short work of a group of protestors, and I wondered why they weren’t moving to join the rest of their comrades.

“Looks like you were wrong,” Z said.

“Let’s wait till the next train,” Juliette huffed.

We waited in silence, except for the sound of the sirens and the distant shots from the riot guns.

The next train came to the station, and the riot cops didn’t leave. It was obvious now that they were stationed here to keep anyone from taking the tube to the harbor. I guessed that even if we did get past these six men, there would be another group of them waiting for us at the harbor.

“Looks like you are still wrong,” Z said.

“We’ll keep waiting. Eventually--”

“Eventually they are going to find us. You said these are crooked cops?” Z asked.

“I don’t know if all of them are, but I’m guessing a lot of them are on Ian Ven Toreg’s pay--”

“Were on his payroll. Now they aren’t. They are going to be fucking pissed. We need to get out of here,” Z said.

“We can continue our run in this direction and get to the harbor without taking the tube,” Juliette said.

“We’ll still have to get by the six of them,” I said. “There was also a group on the next street over, and there will be more on the way.”

“You have a better plan?” the cop asked.

“Yeah. We take the tube.”

“Uhhhh--” Z began to say, but Juliette interrupted her.

“You just pointed out the six officers in the way.”

“Yeah. We’ll go through them.”

“No,” the woman said as she shook her head. “I don’t know if all of them were on Ian’s payroll, so you can’t shoot them.”

“I’m not going to shoot them,” I said.

“Then how are you going to--” Juliette said.

“Oh no. Adam, don’t,” Z interrupted.

“Don’t what?” the other woman asked.

“I’m going to charge them and take them on hand to hand. You all will get in the train.” I pointed back at the tube station and felt the beast inside of my DNA roar with the promise of release.

“Uhhh. There are six of them. They have stun batons and riot guns. You are going to get--” Her green eyes opened wide when she stared at my face and took a step back from me.

The beast screamed through my body.

My back arched against the pain of my spine reforming. My muscles burned, stretched, tore, regrew, and became stronger. My legs, chest, arms, shoulders, hands, and feet enlarged. My jeans were baggy, and I fumbled open my belt as my waist expanded. The boots I wore were from the scientists that put the monster in my DNA, and they expanded at the seams to mold to my half human-half tiger feet.

Juliette’s mouth hung open, and the girls moved to cower behind her. Z began to talk to them in a soothing voice, but I couldn’t actually hear her words over the sound of my blood and the beast screaming through my skull.

My human teeth popped out of my mouth, and the tiger’s pushed through my enlarged jaw. My vision was tinted yellowish now, and it snapped into focus on Juliette’s neck. The beast was all raw emotions, and it wanted me to rip her apart for mistreating my women as much as it wanted me to fuck her until she was mine.

“Oh. Shit. Oh. Shit.” The redhead took three small steps backward and tripped over one of the girls who stared at me with horror.

“I’ll engggggage them, and you all get on the train. Understand?” my voice growled on the g’s, but the women nodded, so I knew they understood me. Or maybe they were just nodding because I sounded like I asked them a question, and they remembered the last order I gave them.

“What the fuck are you?” Juliette gasped.

I didn’t answer. Instead, I turned and sprinted toward the tube station.

Toward the six riot police who were completely unaware of the approaching monster shooting toward them like a striped missile.

Toward the stopping train.

I made it to the top of the stairs before one of the men with the riot shotguns noticed me. He let out a surprised shriek of warning, but the other men turned just as I bowling-balled into them. I shoulder checked one of the officers holding a shield, and the impact caused him to fly away from me. His armored body slammed into the side of the tube train with an impact hard enough to dent the metal of the vehicle.

My left fist lashed out with a haymaker that caught another baton carrying man in the helmet. The metal cracked under the impact of my blow and his body spun around like a top. I used the momentum of my swing to carry me past the group, and then I did a rear kick that connected with the armored ass of another baton wielder. My boot lifted him off the ground like a catapult, and he flew down the stairs.

There were three men left standing. Two with riot shotguns, and one with a shield and baton. The men with the guns pivoted to point their weapons at me, but I grabbed the barrel of the one on my left and jerked it away from my chest as I grabbed onto the helmet of the baton wearing man with my right hand. The man on the left fired, but his slug missed. The man on the right also fired, but I had yanked the cop with the helmet toward me, and the soft riot slug kicked him right in the back. The man let out a surprised scream, but it was cut short when I let go of my hand and threw him face first into the side of the train.

I held firm to the rifle on the left, which was still in the man’s grasp. I pulled on the gun as I drove my fist into his stomach. The blow might have killed an unarmored man, but the padded plates on his stomach made it so that I just knocked all the wind out of his lungs.

The second riot gun carrying cop fired, and I guessed it hit me, since we were at such close range, but I didn’t feel the rubber slug make any sort of impact. I let go of the barrel of the left gun, stepped toward the man on my right, and then grabbed him on the shoulder. He pushed his gun into my stomach and I felt like someone slammed a mallet into my abdominal muscles. It hurt like hell, but I’d experienced far worse, and the pain didn’t prevent me from slamming his face into the side of the train three times.

Then the doors to the tube train slid open with a happy chime sound.

I turned to the women and saw them begin to sprint from the alley. I didn’t see the cops on the adjacent street, but I did see the line of police off in the distance to my left. The sight gave me some relief, but I figured we would still have to worry about the security at the harbor.

“Z and Juliette, pick up the shields,” I ordered, and both women pulled the large clear door shaped shields from the arms of the unconscious men.

I crouched down and picked up one of the shock batons. The thing was on, and I put it up to my mouth so I could hold it in my teeth like a dog with a bone. Then I reached for both of the riot shotguns. They were large weapons meant to be used with two hands, but they fit fine enough in my massive grip, and I stood with one in each hand.

Juliette did hint that she didn’t want me to kill any cops.

“You took out six men in that many seconds,” the policewoman said when we stepped into the tube.

“Hmmm,” I mouthed around the baton as the door to the tube train slid closed with another happy chime.

“What the hell are you? The witnesses at the bank said you turned into some sort of tiger-man. How is this possible?” Juliette looked at me, but when I didn’t respond, she turned to Z.

“Shit, girl. I’ve only got half a brain, don’t ask me.” Z smirked and then waved her arm around to test the weight of the riot shield.

“Whatever. You both are going to answer questions when we get back on my ship.

I growled at the policewoman, and the five girls let out gasps of surprise. Juliette narrowed her eyes at me and then shook her head.

“Persephone isn’t your ship. That’s the second time you’ve said that,” Z growled after she cleared her throat. “I don’t think you should do it again. Do you see how big Adam’s teeth are?”

“Hmmm.” The woman bit her lip and then glanced at my mouth.

“Fine. It’s your ship, and here is our stop.” Juliette nodded behind me, and I turned as the train began to slow.

I moved to the door and then pointed the shotgun in my left hand at the space behind me. Z understood what I meant and moved behind me with her shield. Juliette did the same, and they formed a wall protecting the terrified girls from any riot bullets that might make it into the train car.

The tube track cover opened up, and I saw the harbor platform through the window. The sight made me growl with frustration, and I turned to shake my head at the women. I knew that Z and Juliette could also see out the window, and the emotion on their faces was clear.

There were thirty riot police gathered around the station platform.

They weren’t really watching the train pull in, which was a small blessing, but they’d see me as soon as I stepped out of the car. There was probably a half-dozen, and then four other groups scattered around the harbor landing area. Our dock was some two hundred meters down to our right past the second info station, and there was no way we could sneak by these assholes. We would have to go through them.

I would have to go through them.

“What are we going to do?” Z’s voice was filled with fear, and I stared into her pretty blue eyes for half a moment.

“No,” she said as I turned around.

“No, Adam. No! Spit the damn baton out and talk to me! You can’t fucking run out there, you crazy fuck,” she begged, but then the train came to a stop, and the doors slid open with a happy chime.

I stepped out of the car and pointed both of my riot guns at the first group of cops.

Then I pulled the triggers.

None of these men expected an attack here. They expected this to be the easy assignment where they just kept the ships docked while the rest of their comrades did the messy work. Maybe some of them were a bit upset that they didn’t get to be on the front lines.

Maybe they wished they could see some action.

I was less than three meters from the group of men, and I half expected the riot slugs to bounce harmlessly off their riot armor. The exact opposite happened though. My first shots lifted two men off the ground and sent them tumbling down the stairs of the platform. The group of police jumped and turned toward the gunshots. Some carried riot shotguns similar to mine. Most carried the stun batons and shields.

They all shouted with surprise when they saw a two and a half meter tall tiger-man carrying a riot gun in each hand.

I pulled the triggers again and sent two more cops tumbling away from me. Their armor was soaking up all the kinetic energy from the riot slugs and distributing it evenly across the panels of their suits. They were probably designed to take hits from melee weapons or maybe thrown bricks. The riot slugs were made out of some sort of soft rubber-like material, and every joule of energy from the shots pushed against them. It was as if I was shooting cartoon cannonballs out of the guns, and the last two men on the platform tumbled down the stairs.

I sprung to one side as the guards below me turned to shoot their own riot guns. The rubber-like bullets pelted the train behind me like a bass drum roll, and I somehow managed to avoid getting hit. My twin guns sounded a reply, and two more of the armored cops bounced off the ground below me.

Then I leapt down the stairs as another volley of riot slugs parted the air around me. My next twin shots hit two more armored men before I landed beside the other six standing in the group. Most of these men carried stun batons, but I managed to take another two of them down with point blank shots to their chests.

One man swung his baton at my face, but he had to angle his swing upward, and I was able to lean back a bit so that the weapon only tickled my whiskers with electricity. As soon as the baton passed wide, I stepped into the man to check his return strike while I pointed my twin shotguns at two more men in the group. They were raising their shields to deflect my shots, but I shrugged my shoulders up so I could push my weapons down over the door sized barriers. My guns barked, and each of the men caught the slugs in their helmets. Their heads snapped back, and they tumbled head over heels away from me. I didn’t want to kill police officers, but there were too many of them in my way. If I pulled any punches, it could mean our capture. Then we wouldn’t be able to stop Huyan Kar from doing whatever it was that he planned with the explosives. We wouldn’t be able to save these five girls, and there was a good chance that Eve would never be freed from prison.

I blocked a baton thrust with my right gun and then shoved the barrel into the man’s chest before I pulled the trigger. The round sent him flying away from me, and then swept the legs of the last cop who I stood against. He tumbled to the ground, and I stomped my massive boot into his stomach. The air rushed out of his lungs like a popped balloon, and I guessed that he wouldn’t be getting up for a good ten minutes.

Gunshots rang out, and I dove to the side. One of the bullets pegged me in the chest, and another slammed into my stomach. If I had been wearing any sort of armor the rubber-like bullets probably wouldn’t have hurt at all, but the hits made me grunt with surprised pain, and I knew I would have massive bruises for a few minutes.

I rolled onto my left shoulder and then flipped up sideways onto my feet while firing again. The next group of men were ten meters away, and they hadn’t formed any sort of shield wall yet. My first slug smacked a gunman down, and my second knocked over a man with a baton.

Another group of men ran at me from my left side. They actually raised their shields and held their batons out like short spears. I backpedaled away from them while I aimed my weapons at their feet. My shots were true, and hit the front two men on their shins. The men shouted in pain and then tripped forward. The cops rushing behind them were too slow to stop their movement, and the group ended up getting tangled and falling in a heap.

I zig-zagged to my left while I shot another two riot slugs into the pile of men. My movement wasn’t quick enough though, and I caught a slug on the right shoulder. The hit spun me around, and then another slug hit me in the back, right between the shoulder blades. The bullet lifted me off my feet and threw me forward a few meters, but I managed to roll with my landing and came up and around to a crouch, with both of my guns facing the tidal wave of armored men.

The animal didn’t even feel the pain.

I squeezed the triggers. One slug hit a gunman in the face and knocked him over, but the other one was deflected by a shield. The slide of my left weapon didn’t chamber a round, so I knew that the magazine was empty. I dropped the gun and then twisted to the side while I fired another shot out of the right weapon. This slug hit another gunman in the stomach and knocked him down like he was a doll getting hit with a baseball bat. The slide didn’t return on this weapon, so I dropped it and grabbed the stun baton out of my mouth.

Then I charged the remaining men.

The beast inside of my soul loved this battle. It wanted to tear into them. It wanted to rip open their flesh and taste their blood on the air. It wanted to hear them scream, hear them die. My human soul held the monster back. Some of these men probably deserved death, but they weren’t using lethal attacks on me. I was going to do my best not to kill any of them. The priority was punching through them so that the women I protected could get to Persephone.

Two riot slugs slammed into my chest as I ran, but each of the slugs felt like bee stings, and I shrugged off the pain before I reached the group. They’d been smart enough to prepare a wall of protection with their riot shields, but my charging mass just smashed through the barrier and scattered the puny men as if they were children carrying plastic trash can lids.

I swung my baton and electrocuted a cop while I kicked the legs out from another. Two men thrust their batons at me, but I knocked both of their arms aside with a sweep of my left arm. Then I pushed my baton into the man on the right’s face, and he screamed before he fell unconscious.

I screamed as the muscles in my back seized. There were too many assholes around me, and one of them had hit me with his stun baton. I spun around and smacked the man with the back of my gloved fist. The blow made the man’s body twist around, but I didn’t know if it had actually broken his neck.

I caught one of the men with a riot gun taking aim at my head, and I ducked down to avoid the shot. The movement cost me the ability to dodge the next stun baton hit, and the left side of my body went numb with agony.

“Arrrrrrrrrrrggggghhhhh!” I roared as I smashed the side of my baton into the man’s helmet. Both his armor and the baton in my hand broke with a shower of electricity, and an explosion of sparks sprayed across the men I was engaged in melee with.

I kicked one man, blocked a baton from another with my forearm, and then punched a third with my free hand. A fourth jumped toward me with his baton raised like a sword, but I managed to snatch him out of the air before he could stab the weapon into my furry head. I lifted him up over my head as I screamed at the other men. The movement cost me another baton shock to the chest, but then I threw the cop on top of them all. The armored assholes went down in a huge pile, and I picked up a new baton from the ground.

I intended to shock them into unconsciousness, but a series of new gunfire pulled my attention back up to the train platform. Juliette had picked up one of the riot shotguns, and she was taking out the other guards from behind a shield that Z held. Two of the five girls we rescued were also carrying shields, and the others were cowering behind their shield wall.

I slammed the stun baton into the mess of armored men. I didn’t know if the electricity was running through all of them with each strike, but more than one man would always scream when I used the weapon. I had almost finished knocking all of them out, when another gunman took a shot at me. The rubber-like slug slammed into the side of my head. The world tilted and spun for a moment, but then I regained my balance, and I turned to glare at the man. He was one of three left, and the other two of his friends held up shields that he could fire over.

I felt the beast’s rage take control and I sprinted toward the last trio. I saw their eyes open with terror, and the man with the gun stood up over the shields to take another shot at me while I charged. Juliette was quicker, and the bullet from her gun slammed into his head. He tilted over, fell, and I smashed my shoulder into both of the shields. The man on my right spun away out of the range of my baton, but the one on the left didn’t get very far. My weapon found the back of his neck, and he let out a scream before he fell unconscious.

I turned to the last man, but Juliette’s gun fired again. She was an excellent shot, and his helmet was knocked off his head with the impact of her slug. He toppled over, and I scanned the harbor to see if any of the riot police were moving. They were either all unconscious, or they were smart enough to lie down and play dead.

“Let’s go,” I said to the women as I pointed in the direction of the dock where we had parked Persephone. Juliette and Z both nodded, and then they turned to make sure the five girls were coming.

We ran, but I didn’t see any more riot police. The harbor was completely empty, and I wondered if they had told the citizens to go back to their ships, or quarantined everyone in a different area. Either way, it looked like we were going to get out of this okay. We just needed to get through the docking tube and on board the manta ray shaped vessel.

“Thank the stars! We are here,” Z shouted as soon as we made it to our tube. Then the blonde hacker turned to the five girls. “You all are going to be okay. We’ll get you back home in ten minutes.

“We have a problem,” Juliette said as soon as we popped open the door and entered the tube leading from the dock to Persephone’s rear hatch.

“What?” I growled, and everyone but Z’s face turned three shades paler.

“They are going to have records of your ship leaving the dock. It might come back to me.” Juliette looked me up and down as she spoke as if she still couldn’t believe she was talking to a walking tiger.

“You have an admin login to these?” Z asked as she pointed at the control panel of the dock.

“Yes, but that’s only going to get you into the--”

“I’ll figure it out. Give me your password,” Z said as she pulled her computer cord from her pocket.

“It’s… hmmm.” Juliette crossed her arms and then looked back to me.

“Look, you just said this is going to get back to you. Haven’t we proven ourselves to you yet?” Z rolled her eyes almost back into her skull. “We don’t want the bad guys to win.”

“Fine. It is tiger-eight-four-seven-five-six-tiger.”

“Like T as in tiger?” Z asked.

“No. The word tiger.”

“That’s kind of we--”

“I like cats and tigers. Do you have a problem with that?” Juliette hissed at the blonde hacker, and then the redhead gave me a sidelong glance.

“Uhhh. No. I really like them also. Sheesh. I wasn’t trying to be a bitch.” Z shrugged her shoulders and then started tapping buttons on the control panel of the door.

“Just your thing with the--”

“Done!” Z shouted with glee.

“What did you do?” I asked.

“I made their system think that every single ship docked on the station has just left.”

“Uhhh. The whole station?” Juliette gasped.

“Yeah.”

“You’re going to fuck up operations for the next thirty-six hours. Or more,” the police woman hissed.

“Yeah, and we are going to get out of here alive, and no one is going to know you were behind all this. Can’t bake a cake without breaking some eggs.”

“You can’t make an omelet--”

“I’d rather have cake than an omelet,” Z interrupted as she gestured to the far end of the tube where Persephone's shutter door was. “You gonna argue with me about cooking or can we get the fuck out of here?”

“Let’s go,” I said before Juliette could answer.

Then we ran to Persephone.
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Chapter 13

We didn’t have any problem returning to our dock in District B’s harbor. The woman on dispatch said that they were having system issues, but Juliette was able to smooth talk the woman into letting us return without a security check, since we had “just made a quick trip to the other side of the station and they were saving our spot.”

The police commander didn’t lie when she said she had once been a good pilot. Z did a fine job docking Persephone when we first arrived on Queen’s Hat, but Juliette asked to fly the dark craft back this time, and she’d parked us at the dock without even the slightest of bumps. The execution made Z cross her arms and lean back in her seat, but the redhead surprised both of us by not rubbing in her obvious skill.

“What time is it on the station?” I asked Juliette after the dock tube was attached.

“One in the afternoon, Earth time,” she replied as she stood from the copilot’s seat. “Feels good to fly again, even if for a little bit.”

“We have a dinner appointment with Byron in Huyan’s club. The plan was to meet him,” I said to the redhead as she stretched her arms over her head. The movement stretched her shirt tightly against her firm breasts and showed off the creamy white skin of her toned stomach. Our eyes met, the corner of her mouth turned up in a crooked smile, and I realized she’d tried to get me to look at her. It seemed as if the policewoman had overcome her initial terror of my shift and was doing her usual manipulations.

“You need to find out what the explosives are for,” she said as she lowered her arms to the back of the pilot’s chair and picked up her jacket. She fished inside her pocket and pulled out her pack of smokes.

“If you give us our friend, we can get that done easily,” I said as I crossed my arms over my chest. I was still in my cat form, and I would need to sleep before we went to the club. It was going to be a real rough night because I doubted the six or so hours of rest would actually help me recover from my shift.

“Sorry, but no.”

“What the fuck? We’ve just helped you save these girls!” Z gestured to the five teenagers that sat behind us in the gunner’s seats. “We want to help you!”

“Or, you know there are terrorists in my district, so you’ll just jump on your starship and leave. Nope. I’m not letting your friend out until you deliver proof that Izetta Baccala is involved with Huyan and Byron’s operations.” Juliette slid a cigarette into her mouth and then pulled a lighter out of her jeans.

“No smoking on my bridge,” I growled as she lit it.

“Hmmm,” she winked at me as she inhaled deeply on the rolled tobacco. The woman then made a kissing motion with her mouth and blew out the smoke.

I closed the distance between us in one step, and she let out a surprised gasp.

“If you hurt me--” she started to say, but I pinched the burning cigarette out of her fingers and crushed it in my giant cat-hand.

“No. Smoking. On. My. Bridge,” I repeated slowly. I could smell her fear, and knew that her facial expressions and flirting were only an act to try to gain positioning on the situation.

“Well then,” she said with a sigh.

“If you let Eve go, we will find out what is gooooooing on tonigggght.” I growled. “If you keep her, we might not know for a few days. Do you really want to risk that?”

“How is your friend going to find out what is going on? Is she some sort of super spy?” Juliette asked.

“Uhhh. No,” Z said as she looked at me. I got my friend’s hesitation. Juliette probably wouldn’t believe us if we stated that Eve was able to read people’s thoughts.

“She has a way with people,” I said. “They reveal things to her they would not otherwise divulge. I am telling you, we can figure this out tonight, or tomorrow if you let our friend go.”

“Sorry, Kitty Boy? Is that what you call him?” Juliette asked as she looked over to Z.

“That is what I call him,” Z spat with emphasis on the “I.”

“Yeah, so anyways, Kitty Boy, no can do. I will give you back your money, and your transponders, and Blondie has her computer back. Your friend with the red eyes is the only leverage I have. I’m not going to give her up because you guys promise shit. I’ve been the victim of too many broken promises. I’m done with them.”

“You are promising us that you will give our friend back,” I said as I fought against my body’s desire to rip the redhead’s throat out with my claws. “Why should we trust you?”

“Because you don’t have a choice. I’m guessing you won’t be looking like this tonight?” she asked as she pointed at my face. “Call me via transponder when you finish meeting Huyan. The clock is ticking. I need to get these girls someplace safe, go back to my office, and then ensure no one has seen us on the District E street feed.”

My chest rumbled, and the redhead raised an eyebrow.

“Adam…” Z hissed, and I felt her hands circle my massive bicep.

“Listen to Blondie, Kitty Boy. You’ve come this far. Would be a shame if I didn’t return tonight. My men have air-lock instructions for your friend.”

I didn’t know if she was bluffing. I could still smell the sweet scent of her terror, but she was one hell of a poker player, and her eyes betrayed no fear as she looked up at me.

“We good?” she asked.

“Yeah. We’re good. Don’t hurt our friend,” Z said.

“Awww. When you say it like that, makes me sound like I’m the criminal. Ahh well. I guess everyone is a hero in their own mind. Speaking of that, hey girls? Ready to get back home?” Juliette called out to the five young women who we had saved from a life of sex slavery.

“Yes,” one of them said, and they got up from their seats.

“I’ll be waiting for your call,” the cop said before she walked off the bridge.

“Fucking bitch!” Z shouted after she walked around the map to make sure they had gone down the elevator.

“I need to shift back into human form,” I said.

“Yeah, and then you are going to be fucked up. I know the drill.”

“I’ll need to get back to the hotel before I pass out. You still have to buy a dress for tonight.”

“Uhhh. How long will you need to sleep?”

“Until we have to go,” I said as I tried to think of blue ocean waves on a pristine beach.

“Eight?” she asked.

“Yeah. It won’t be enough time to fully recover, but I’ll make it work,” I said.

“Oh,” she said.

“What’s wrong?” The tone of Z’s voice pulled me from my thoughts of the ocean, and I opened my eyes to look at her.

“Nothing,” she said as she crossed her arms.

“Something is wrong.”

“It’s stupid. Change back and let’s return to the hotel.”

“What’s stupid?” I asked.

“Just leave it. I’m fine. It’s nothing for you to worry about.” She smiled at me, but the motion looked forced.

“Look, if you don’t want to go, I can tell them you weren’t--”

“No! Fuck, Adam, I want to go with you. Just leave it alone, okay? I was looking forward to going dress shopping with you. It’s really fucking dumb, and I hate that I’m disappointed, but you have to sleep. I get it.”

“Z, it’s--”

“I’m going to go down to the dock and make sure that bitch didn’t steal anything when she was walking out of here. I’ll meet you there when you are ready to go,” she said as she turned to walk away from me.

“Wait,” I said as I grabbed onto her shoulder. She stopped walking, and I turned her around to face me.

“I don’t know what to do,” I admitted.

“Me either,” she sighed. “I wish I could program my feelings.”

“Do you really wish that?”

“I’m having romantic feelings for a man who can turn into a giant walking tiger and likes to throw himself headfirst into walls of bullets. Yeah. I’m notoriously bad with love. I just pick the best ones.” Her blue eyes turned downward.

“Alright,” I said as I let go of her shoulder.

“No. No. No. I didn’t mean it like that,” Z said as she looked back up to me. “Okay, you jump into the wall of bullets to save me, or Eve, or someone else that needs it. You’re… You’re… Just great. You are kind, strong, uhh big and handsome.” Her face turned red. “The cat thing is… really hot.” Z seemed to have realized what she just said and she gasped with embarrassment. “Wait! I’m not weird. I just like cats, okay? Fuck. I need to go!” Her face had turned redder, and she spun away from me to run toward the bridge elevator.

I thought about chasing after her, but I didn’t know what to say when I did catch her. Our conversations were going around in circles now that the proverbial cat was out of the bag. My feelings for the snarky hacker were growing stronger, but my love for Eve hadn’t faded. How could I have feelings for two women who were so different? What the hell was I going to do? What would I tell Eve?

I wouldn’t even need to tell her. She would know the second she was out of Juliette’s prison. I dreaded hurting the beautiful vampire woman, but Z had been right earlier when she said she couldn’t stop her feelings.

Eyeeee yah?

I spun around the bridge as the whispered words fluttered across my ear. The voice had been distinctly feminine, but I didn’t see anyone standing behind me.

“Hello?” My large revolver was in my hand, and I turned around the bridge again. The fur on the back of my neck was standing up, but I didn’t see anyone.

I didn’t smell anyone either.

“Eye yah. Eye yah. Yah?”

“Show yourself!” I growled as I spun again. I didn’t feel the air part with the whisper, so I had no idea how someone could be speaking in my ear.

The voice did sound familiar though. Where had I heard it before?

The holographic map projection was spinning around our docking position on Queen’s Hat, but the image flickered and then slowly zoomed out. I stepped closer to the raised map platform and watched it twist to show a cluster of solar systems.

A green icon appeared on the map, and I read the display text.

System 879 “Mercnsa”

That was where we were currently located.

The map shifted to the right some, and another yellow-green icon appeared.

Gliese 876

This was the system we were just in where we helped Jatal.

The map moved again, and another point was highlighted.

Y-114 a

The map began to zoom in on the system. It was a single main sequence type of star, but the hologram gave it a pink color. Ten planets were circling the system, and the map zoomed in on the sixth one. It looked to be a water world, but three large land masses that I guessed were only ten percent of the surface area.

There was a city on the coast of one of the shores, and the map finished its zoom.

The icon glowed green, but then the color shifted to red and began to pulse like a heartbeat.

“Eye yahhhhhh,” she said again in my ear, but I didn’t turn to look at her.

“I’ll go,” I heard myself say, but I didn’t feel as if the voice was my own.

“Eye yah?” I felt her hand on my shoulder. Her fingers came up to stroke the side of my neck.

I wasn’t in my tiger form anymore. I was human again, but I hadn’t remembered changing.

“Eye yah?” she asked again. Her breath was hot in my ear, and a shiver of pleasure descended my spine.

Then the transponder buzzed in my chest pocket.

“You coming?” I heard Z say. She sounded a bit annoyed.

“Yeah,” I gasped as I looked around the bridge. There was no one standing next to me, or whispering in my ear. The map projection was still on Queen’s Hat and I felt the breath leave my lungs.

“Are you in the armory?” Z asked.

“Uhh. No. Still on the bridge.”

“What? It’s been an hour. I thought you were putting your guns away.”

“Sorry. I got distracted,” I said as I reached down to the map controls. I’d memorized the coordinates of the third location that had appeared, and I keyed in the numbers.

“By what?”

“I’ll be down in a second. I’ll just leave my guns here.”

“Okay,” she answered, and I heard the transponder beep.

I finished typing in the coordinates, and the map zoomed in to show the system I had seen earlier. I found the planet and then dialed the map so that I was staring down at the city. It wasn’t a live feed, of course, and I guessed Persephone’s map database was accumulated from hundreds of thousands of Elaka Nota probes.

I took off my gun belts and laid them on top of the empty spot by the map, then I used the elevator to get down to the hold level. I found Z waiting impatiently by the hatch door.

“Sorry,” I apologized again.

“It’s okay. You feeling alright?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“You seem…” her voice trailed off as her blue eyes looked at my face. “Not tired.”

“I don’t feel like I normally do after I change, but I am hungry.”

“Let’s get back to the hotel, order lunch, and then I’ll go get a dress while you sleep,” the blonde hacker said as she opened the hatch door.

Fifteen minutes later we’d returned to our hotel room. The exhaustion had begun to set in, but I didn’t want to sleep without taking a shower.

“I’ll order the food,” Z said with a smile. “I’ll get a lot.”

“Great,” I replied as I walked into the bathroom. Moments later I was standing under a magnificent torrent of hot water and thinking about the plans for tonight. The job would have been easy with Eve, but Z’s and my situation wasn’t impossible. If anything, Jared Wes and Tyrell Durel might report back to Huyan Kar that there had been an attack at their drop off. It could mean that Kar would raise security, and then he might need me even more.

I wondered about Byron’s relationship with Huyan Kar. It was obvious the men were business partners, but I also got the impression that Byron’s twin girlfriends might have actually been pulling their strings. I supposed women could be slavers just as much as men could, but I found the idea a bit hard to digest. Maybe I had a soft spot for the fairer sex.

“Adam?” I heard Z call through the bathroom.

“Yeah?” I asked. I realized I’d forgotten to lock the door, and I almost expected her to jump in the shower with me. It would have been a bold move, but I didn’t know if I would tell her to leave.

“Food’s here.”

“Ahh, Okay,” I said as the tension in my shoulders relaxed. “I’ll be there in a second.”

“Okay,” she replied, and I saw the door close through the steam of the bathroom.

I finished washing, dried off, and then brushed my teeth. I’d forgotten to bring in spare clothes, and I realized I didn’t even have any clean clothes. Closest was the Victorian suit, which was probably okay for tonight, but I’d need clean underwear.

Here I was, a genetically modified weretiger, with an experimental spaceship, a friend who was a witch-vampire, and another friend who was an exceptional hacker. Yet I still had to worry about laundry. I found a robe in the bathroom. It was sized for a man, but I was broad of shoulders and chest, so it didn’t fit me correctly.

“What did you order?” I asked as I walked over to the table.

“Uhh, a bunch of stuff,” Z said as she looked at me. Her face was red, but she didn’t turn away.

“I’m out of clean clothes. I have the suit, but need underwear or something else to wear.”

“I can grab some when I’m out,” she said. Her eyes were staring at my chest. There were four trays of food on our table, and I opened up one to find a stack of sandwiches.

“You know, I’m just gonna run out now and do that,” Z said as she snatched one of the smaller sandwiches from my plate.

“You sure?” I asked as she stood up.

“Uhhh.” She turned to face me. “Yeah. I should go. Like right now. I’ll get you some more clothes and pick up the dress. You eat and get some rest.”

“Okay.” I shrugged.

“Yeah. I have to go.” She let out a long breath. “See you soon.”

“Be safe,” I said.

“I will. Thanks.” Z opened the door to our room and then pulled it closed after she walked out.

I went to work on the plates of food and managed to eat everything. The full belly hammered home my exhaustion, and I flopped down on the bed with the robe on. I didn’t know how long it would be until Z returned, but I figured some sleep was better than nothing.

“Adam?” I heard Z say, and I lifted my head up from the pillow.

“Yeah?”

“It’s seven fifteen,” she called out from the bathroom. I could see the bottom half of a gold colored dress, and part of her face as she looked at me from around the corner.

“Damn. I was out. Felt like I just laid down.” I had one of those sleep deprivation headaches, and my muscles were sore. It wasn’t nearly enough rest to recover from my shift, but I was going to have to deal with it.

“I put your stuff on the couch if you want to get changed,” she called out, and then the door to the bathroom closed so that just a crack of light came through.

I moved to the couch and found the package of new underwear. She’d guessed my size correctly, and I soon had my suit on. I was putting on my shoes when the door to the bathroom opened. Z stepped out into the room, and I felt my breath catch in my chest.

The willowy woman's’ dress was a light gold color. It looked to be made out of shiny satin, but there was white lace paisley pattern embroidered across the fabric in a style that matched my suit. The dress hugged her upper body like a second skin and pushed her small breasts together to form surprisingly ample cleavage. The bottom half of the dress ended high on her long legs, but there was a panel at the back of the skirt which extended out behind her like a lace tail. She wore high heel shoes that matched the color of the dress. They looked to be exactly the same style as the black ones she complained about earlier, and I had to admit they made her lean legs look fantastic.

“I’m guessing you like it,” she said as her face turned red.

“Yeah,” I said as I cleared my throat.

“This cape thing is kind of fun,” she said as she turned a bit. The fabric I thought was a tail was really styled to look like wings falling from her shoulders. “The girl said it was a new trend. Uhhh. I’m not really used to wearing stuff like this. Seems more Eve’s style.” She looked at me, and I saw the question in her blue eyes.

“You look great. It suits you. I really like it,” I said, and I instantly saw relief flood over her pretty face.

“I’ll put my shoes on, and we’ll go,” I said as I continued to work on them.

“Okay,” she said, and I looked up at her. Our eyes met, and we stared at each other for what felt like five minutes. I finally tore myself away from her blue eyes and finished putting on my shoes.

I cleared my throat again and stood from the couch. Then we moved to the door of the room and left without saying another word to each other.

We stood on opposite sides of the elevator, and I kept my attention focused on the door. When it dinged, her arm wrapped through mine, and I turned to give her a smile.

“We should get another night. We might not be able to get this figured out,” I said absently as we walked by the front desk.

“Yeah. Another night would be nice,” she said, and I understood the tone of her voice.

It only took me a few minutes to pay, and then we left the hotel and walked toward Benjo. The walk was five minutes, and we arrived a good fifteen minutes before eight. There was a crowd outside of the place already, and there were plenty of nicely dressed men and women waiting in a long line.

“I’m here with Byron Jacobs. The name is Adam,” I said after I walked up to the two doormen.

“We got you. They are in the VIP lounge at the back of the mezzanine,” the one on the left said as he pulled open the velvet rope barrier. The other man opened the door to the place, and I led Z inside.

The interior of the club was similar to the cafe where Byron and I had met this morning. The walls were a worn brick of various reds, browns, and white. Copper pipes descended from the roof, twisted with a series of intricate 90-degree angles that entwined them like a complicated knot, and then ended into the brick walls. I would have guessed the pipes were only there for aesthetic purposes, but some had pressure gauges on them, and I saw the needles shift and move in unison. It was possible they were connected to something in the station that passed air or another liquid through them.

The front part of the club seemed to be more of a restaurant-bar, and I saw thirty well-dressed patrons sitting in the various booths eating or drinking. We walked past them, and I observed all of the men, and most of the women, gawk at Z.

The space behind the bar was an open dance floor. There was music blaring through the speakers, but no live band was playing, and there were no dancers on the floor. I looked up above the stage and saw the mezzanine. Byron was leaning against the rails there, and he waved down at us. I returned his gesture, and he pointed to a stairwell on my left side.

Z and I walked up the stairs and came to another pair of suited guards. They each gave us a nod and then moved aside so we could walk into the main part of the upper floor. The air up here was thick with bitter tobacco smoke, and the lights were dimmed almost to near darkness. The area was sectioned off into clusters of leather couches squatting around low tables. Some of the tables had poles that mostly naked women entwined themselves around. Other tables had small games of cards or dice being played. There were about the same number of people up here as there were around the bar downstairs, but these men and women seemed to be dressed nicer, and none of them looked at Z and me when we walked past them.

There was a walled off area, and another set of guards where I saw Byron. The large men parted to let Z and I enter the archway, and Byron greeted us there.

“Ahhh. Adam!” He reached his hand out to shake mine and then he looked over at Z. His eyes were wide and hungry as he looked her up and down, and my exhaustion was suddenly pushed aside as the beast inside of me fought to free itself and take over my body. “Your woman is looking tasty tonight. Hmmmm. Have you thought about what I said?”

“What you said?” I hissed as I closed my eyes. I felt Z squeeze my arm and the blood rushing through my skull was louder than the dance music playing on the speakers.

“Yeah, Mate. That trade. My girls like you, I like your girl. Let’s do a little switch-a-roo for the night. Eh?” He gestured over his shoulder to the group of couches. I saw the twin blonde women sitting there. The one on the left waved to me, and the other one blew me a kiss. Both women were wearing suits instead of their usual dresses or lingerie, but the front of their blouses were cut low to show their cleavage. I could actually tell them apart now because one wore a red blouse, and the other wore a darker red blouse.

“I’m more interested in work,” I said to the bald gangster as I forced myself to smile.

“Ahhh. I like your style. I need more men interested in working instead of fucking, but there is always going to be time for fucking.” He leered at Z again, and the blonde hacker smirked. I imagined she was doing her best not to roll her eyes or shoot him some smartass remark.

“Work first,” I said to him, and I felt the beast in my stomach start to calm to a dull roar.

“We’ll talk about the swap later then,” Byron winked at Z and then beckoned for us to come join him. We followed him and sat on the leather love seat across from Byron and his twins. The woman with the lighter red blouse poured me and Z drinks from an open wine bottle, and then the one with the darker blouse passed us the glasses.

“Thank you,” Z said as she took the glass. The liquid was pink in color and had an abundance of bubbles.

“You are most certainly welcome,” the woman said. Then she kissed the air and leaned back next to the bald man. The other twin rubbed the tip of her pointer finger across the rim of her glass as she stared at me.

“Kar isn’t here yet,” the gangster said after he took a sip of his own drink. “As soon as he gets here, we’ll order food and talk business.”

“I picked up some of the conversation about tomorrow. You run muscle for him?” I asked.

“Yeah, Mate. I started in District B running some gambling fixes with better odds. Then I graduated to setting drone races. Did real good, and then started moving Pow-Pow. That was really hot, so I needed bruisers to keep the dogs at bay.

“Pow-Pow?” I asked.

“Yeah, Mate. You’ve never had Pow-Pow? Ahh man!” He moved his hands over his coat and then pulled a small plastic bag out of his pocket. It was filled with a magenta colored powder. “This is the stuff. Just a few snorts and you’ll be feeling beyond wonderful.”

“Hmmm,” I said as I looked at the bag.

“Yeah, Mate. You know the point right before you blow your load? When the pleasure is at its maximum? It’s like that for hours. The come down is nice and gentle as well. It’s only mildly addicting. You wanna try a sniff?” He wiggled the bag.

“I’m good for now,” I said.

“You should try some later,” the twin with the lighter shirt said. “We’ll do it with you.”

“It’s super fun. Feels like the best sex you’ve ever had,” the other blonde twin said as she winked at me. The twins were gorgeous, and I imagined that their sales pitch would have worked on ninety-nine percent of the men they spoke with.

“We’ll see where the night takes us,” I said with a half smile. I guessed that outright refusal would have made them suspicious, but I wasn’t really interested in trying any drugs out. I’d had too many pumped inside of me when I was a prisoner. I was even afraid of getting drunk, since I might lose control of the monster inside of me and end up killing a bunch of people.

“Gooooood,” the twin with the darker blouse moaned.

“Which one is which?” I asked as I pointed at the two women.

“I’m Paula,” said the one with the lighter colored red blouse.

“That helps,” I said. “I’d prefer to call you by the correct names.”

“That is nice of you,” said Kasta.

“Oi, Mate. You don’t need to worry about my girls. Just call them whatever you want. I don’t care!” Byron let out a laugh, but both of the women shook their heads and smirked.

“What did you both do all day?” Kasta asked Z.

“Adam slept, and I went shopping for this dress,” my friend said quickly.

“It is beautiful,” Paula said.

“Yeah, it is.” Byron nodded. “Really beautiful.” There was no mistaking his tone, and I had to push the beast back into my stomach.

“You said you moved Pow-Pow. Is that how you met Huyan Kar?” I asked.

“Yeah. I sold him a bunch to trade. He used to own a ship or something. Traded rhodium and drugs to different stations. He had a big haul, got a bunch of money, and started buying property in District B. He’s got a thing for this old style,” Byron said as he gestured to his suit. “Said he saw a bunch of it in ancient movies, thought it looked classy. It caught on, and he made a ton more money with his clubs and retail stores. He owns half the places around here now.”

“Sounds like a good guy to be friends with,” I said with a half smile.

“Yeah, Mate. He’s a good chap. Don’t get me wrong, I was doing fine with my own stuff, and I still run some gambling games on the side, but managing protection for his operations has been a good side gig. He lets me do what I want. He doesn’t want to get his hands dirty, but I kind of like it.”

“And he is expanding into new areas?” I asked the question I already knew the answer too.

“Yeah. I’ve got a lot of bodies, but no one with any brains, eh?” He tapped his bald head. “My girls and I like you and your girl. You know when to act polite and when to break faces. It’s a useful skill.”

“I learned it in the Yakuza,” I said, but that was somewhat of a lie. The Marines were about respect. Respect for myself. Respect for their superiors, respect for my weapons, and respect for the enemy. If you respected your enemy, it was safer.

“I heard of them. Had a bit of that going around in District D for a bit, but they got put down.” Byron shrugged. “Ahh. Here is Kar.”

Byron and his twins looked away from us, but only the bald gangster stood to shake the newcomer’s hand. I stood as well, and Z pulled on my hand so that I could help her off the couch.

Huyan Kar wasn’t what I expected. I had imagined a hard looking gangster in an expensive black suit. This man was short, pudgy, and wore a big smile on his face. In fact, he was smiling so wide at Byron that his eyes were just slits. He did wear a suit, but it was a baby blue color with pink pin stripes. Behind the man stood two tall brunette women wearing lace bodysuit lingerie, stockings, and shoes with heels as tall as the ones Z wore.

“This is the guy I was telling you about, Huyan,” Byron said to the short man as he pointed at me.

“Adam,” I said as I held my hand out. I knew the man was slave trading, and I really wanted to beat his smiling face in, but the violence wouldn’t have helped me free Eve or allow me to discover what was going on with the explosions.

“Pleasure,” he said as he grasped the fingers of my hand. His grip was surprisingly strong, and the way he grabbed me prevented me from returning his squeeze.

“We were gonna order dinner, you hungry?” Byron asked the pudgy man.

“Hmmm,” Huyan Kar was still smiling, and he was still grabbing my fingers. The expression was a bit creepy now, and I felt the beast inside of my stomach growl.

“He’s a good guy, Huyan. Took care of Jackal and his guard this morning,” Byron said.

“Ahh,” Kar let go of my hand and then turned to the bald gangster. “Is Jackal willing to work for you?”

“Yeah, Mate. He knows his place now. You’ll be good to roll out your club there.”

“Good.” The smiling man looked back at me, and then he turned to look at Z.

“This your woman?” he asked me.

“Yeah,” I said as I wrapped my arm around Z’s slender waist and pulled her into me a bit.

“Just one?”

“Uhhh. Yeah?” I looked over at Byron with a questioning look.

“You must have at least two women,” the smiling man said. “More is better, but at least two.”

“Why is that?” I asked.

“If you have one, she thinks she owns you. They are ridiculous creatures. If you have two, they each begin to learn their place.” He gestured over his shoulder at the two beauties behind him. “We will sit with you.”

The short man and his women moved to the other couch, and we all sat down. Z and I were across from Byron and his twins, and Huyan sat with his two women on my right. As soon as we all sat, Byron raised his hand, and a woman wearing white lace lingerie walked over.

“Bring us some food,” the bald man asked the waitress. She opened her mouth, but the man just shook his head “A bunch of stuff, and more bubbly. We have much to celebrate.”

“Yes Mr. Jacobs,” the woman replied before she moved away.

“Bubbly huh?” Kar asked. The expression on his face didn’t change. He was still smiling, and his teeth looked too perfect in the dim light.

“Yeah, Mate. I’ve paved the way for you to open up in a new district. This is what you wanted, eh?”

“Yes. It does make up for the bank job.”

“Oi, Mate. That wasn’t my fault. They thought I’d hire them if they hit the bank,” Byron said.

“Why would they think that?”

“I dunno. They were fucking idiots.”

“Did you figure out who stopped them?” the smiling man asked, and I leaned forward a bit.

“No. Some fucking giant walking cat or something. The video feed got fried, and no one in Larns’ force knows shit.”

“A giant walking cat?” Huyan tilted his head.

“Yeah, Mate. Man who turned into a cat. He was with two dames, and the fuckers hit one of them. Then the man turned into a cat and ate them, or something.”

“How was the video feed fried?” Huyan asked, but his face didn’t lose his smile.

I felt Z squirm a little in the couch next to me, and we both turned to Byron.

“I dunno, Mate. Someone busted the fuck out of their data feed. Doesn’t matter though. The fuzz already thinks I’m responsible for ninety percent of the crime in this District. Even if these idiots say they aren’t working for me, Larns is still going to think I ordered them to do it.” Byron shook his head and then raised his glass to drink again.

“Have you heard the other news?” Huyan asked through his wide smile.

“I hear lots of news. What are you referring to?”

“Out of District E,” Huyan replied then he looked at me. “Have you heard?”

“No,” I said carefully. “What happened?”

“Ian van Toreg is dead,” Huyan Kar said as he turned back to Byron.

“Shit! How?”

“He was strangled. No one saw what happened though. I’m surprised you haven’t heard anything about it.”

“I don’t have guys over there. You know I keep things local. You have men over there?”

“Jared was over there earlier today talking with Ian.”

“Uhhh. Mate, why was Jared talking with Ian? I thought you were working only with me?” Byron grabbed his drink and took a sip.

“You aren’t dealing with the things I need to be dealing with in that district,” Huyan said as he turned to stroke the cheek of one of the women sitting next to him. The woman leaned closer so he could touch her face easier and she closed her eyes as if she really enjoyed his caress.

“Like what?” Byron now seemed upset, and I saw his twin women tense in their seats.

“The security units there were beaten up by a giant walking tiger. That’s why I asked you if you heard about it.” Huyan Kar shrugged and then turned away from his woman to look at Byron. “Maybe there is some truth to the rumors?”

“How did you find out? Is there video?” Byron asked, which was good since I would have if he hadn’t.

“No,” Huyan said. “No feed.”

“Nothing? Where did the attack happen?”

“Tube station and the harbor?”

“What the fuck? You think this is Larns?” the bald gangster asked.

“I doubt it. She’s not smart enough. Where would she get a big walking cat that knows how to fight? These are strange times. Besides, we won’t have to worry about her after tomorrow.”

“Yeah, Mate. That’s good news,” Byron said. As soon as he finished speaking, three scantily clad waitresses showed up and laid various plates of food on the table between us. They were plates of finger foods, and Byron dug in first.

“Who is Larns?” I asked after the waitresses left, and everyone had filled tiny plates with a few pieces of food.

“She is captain of District B’s security forces. A real hard-nosed bitch. She’s fucking hot though. I’d love to get her alone in a room somewhere and have some fun with her.” The bald man chuckled, but his twin women frowned slightly.

“What’s going on tomorrow?” I asked.

Huyan looked at Byron, and I wondered if I’d overstepped my rank by asking the question. Z’s body was leaning against me on the couch, and I felt her tense.

“She’s getting a surprise audit by her bosses tomorrow,” Huyan finally said. “Some bad stuff is going to happen while they are there.” The man’s strange smile seemed to get even larger. I didn’t even know the color of his eyes because of his ever-present smile.

“Ahh. Sounds like she deserves it. Should make business good for us,” I said as I took a bite of food. It was some sort of meat wrapped in baked bread. It was saltier than I expected, and my stomach growled with hunger. Even though I’d eaten a bunch before I took a nap, I was still coming off seventeen days of fasting and a shift to my tiger-man form.

“Yeah, Mate. It will be good for us,” Byron said.

“Anything I can do to help out?” I asked before I ate another small piece of the salty food.

“How long have you been on Queen’s Hat?” Huyan turned his freaky grin in my direction.

“A few days,” I answered.

“Ahh. You have a ship?” he asked.

“Yeah, but engines are busted, and I’m out of food. Looking for some work for a few months so I can afford to get her repaired,” I answered carefully.

“How’d you break your engines?” his grin seemed to grow larger.

“I dropped out of hyperspace by accident,” I said.

“Ouch,” Byron commented. “Why’d you do something like that?”

“Poor planning,” I answered, and realized that the two blonde twins were studying me closely. Their eyes were both blue, but a bit darker shade than Z’s.

“What dock are you--” I guessed Huyan was about to ask me a question, but then he looked up from the table. Another man approached us, and I glanced over to see Jared Wes.

“Boss,” he said as he nodded at the smiling man. Then he turned to the bald gangster, “Byron.”

“Hey, Mate. You look like you’ve been running.”

“Yeah. Huyan, can I talk to you for a second?” the man asked as he looked at Byron and then over to me.

“What’s going on?” the smiling criminal asked.

“I’ve found the packages, and well… let’s talk privately.”

“Listen, Jared, I can help you all. Also, my new man is a real bruiser. If you need help breaking faces, he’s your guy.” Byron nodded over to me.

“I don’t need help from you or any of your dumb fuckers,” Jared spat.

“And that’s why your boss works with me for protection and not your skinny ass. You’ve got no--”

“And that is why I do the real work, and you just guard doors, ass.” Jared glared at Byron and then turned back to Huyan.

“It’s fine, Jared. You can tell us what is going on,” Huyan said through his smile.

“We’ve found Larns and her safe house. She has the girls there, and ten of her guys. None of them are on your payroll, but one of ours got their location by transponder feedback.”

“Ahhh. This is very good,” Huyan said.

“What does he mean by girls?” Byron asked.

“What do you fucking think I mean? Dumbass,” Jared spat.

“The missing girls everyone thinks I’m taking?” Byron asked with a sigh.

“How do you think I’ve been paying for all the new property? How do you think I got the bombs?”

“You’ve been slaving?” Byron asked, and the bald man seemed to actually look shocked.

“You’re a fucking idiot. Of course, we’ve been taking the girls. Who else would do it if it wasn’t you?” Jared groaned.

“Oh, I suspected.” Byron turned to Huyan. “How long has this been going on?”

“It doesn’t matter. Rhodium is fine for profit, but I couldn’t get any more without a ship, so I needed another source of revenue,” the smiling man said.

“What about your clubs, the hotel, your shops, and restaurants?” Byron asked.

“That’s how I bought them. It’s the way of the world. People want young flesh for whatever purpose. When I started, this district was a shithole like all the others, but now you can see what I created. It’s all from selling the undesirables.”

Huyan Kar’s words and manner habit of smiling made my skin crawl. The man was obviously seven layers of psycho, and I hated that I couldn’t just kill him right now. He was an evil man, but I needed to get evidence against Izetta Baccala so that Juliette would let Eve go.

“You started ten years ago, eh?” Byron asked.

“Yes. You remember. I didn’t think you were following my career that closely,” Huyan said to the bald man.

“I have been.” Byron smiled and then pulled out a revolver from his coat. “This is for my sister,” he said.

Then the gangster blew half of the smiling man’s brains all over the back wall of the club.
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Chapter 14

The two women sitting next to Huyan Kar screamed as blood sprayed across their faces. Z shouted, jumped into my lap, and then tried to scurry over the other side of the couch to get away from the bald gangster. Jared had also shouted with surprise, and the man took three steps back from the table.

Kasta and Paula were not surprised by Byron’s shot, and they stared at Kar’s dead body with absolute hatred.

“You killed--” Jared started to shout, but Byron turned his gun toward the other man.

Jared was reaching into his own coat, but he didn’t get his pistol out in time. Byron’s shot wasn’t great though, and it hit the other man in his left shoulder instead of something vital. Jared bounced back against the railing protecting the mezzanine from the drop to the dance floor, and he calmly leveled his pistol at the bald man.

I moved to knock his arm away before I could think about the repercussions of my actions, but both men fired their guns at the same time. Byron’s punched Jared through the left side of the chest, killing him instantly, and Jared’s bullet blasted half of the bald gangster’s face off.

“Shit!” Z and I shouted as we watched Byron’s head snap back. The two blonde women didn’t even flinch when their man was killed, and I let out a shocked gasp when I saw why.

Byron’s head was made of an alien mesh of tubes, glowing computer parts, and dripping black oil.

The bald gangster wasn’t a man. He was some sort of machine. An android or something. My eyes fixated on the blinking lights inside of his skull. It looked almost like a real brain, only made of clustered resistors and other glass circuitry.

“Oh, my fucking--” Z started to say exactly what was on my mind, but the men outside the arched entryway of our private space jumped in with their guns drawn.

“They shot each other,” I said as the men pointed their pistols at me. I heard a bunch of screaming down below, and I guessed people were fleeing the club. It would only be a few more minutes until the cops came, and I didn’t want to have to tell Juliette the only three men who had any connection to Izetta Baccala were now dead.

“Put your guns down,” the Paula ordered without even glancing at the men. Both women were still looking at Huyan Kar’s corpse. They didn’t even seem to care that Byron was dead, and their reaction made my skin crawl, then I remembered he was an android, and the pieces started to fall into place.

“What the hell happened?” one of the men demanded as he pointed his pistol at me.

“Get your gun out of my face,” I said. “Byron shot Huyan. Then he and Jared shot each other.”

“That’s what happened!” one of the brunette women cried as they both sprung from the couch. The one who didn’t speak wiped the blood off her face and then they both ran out of the room.

“What do we do?” the men asked the blonde women.

“Clean up Jared and Huyan’s bodies. You work for me now,” Paula said.

“Uhhh. I’m not working for a dame,” the other man said.

“Then it looks like you are out of a job,” Kasta said as she stood. Paula followed her example and the both looked to Z and me.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked.

“Pick up Byron’s body,” Kasta ordered me as she pointed to the android corpse.

“He’s a fucking machine? What the fuck?” Z asked.

“Did you work for Byron or Huyan?” Paula asked the pair of the armed men. “I can’t remember.”

As the woman spoke, four more men pushed into the room. They looked at the three bodies, and the confusion was plain on their faces.

“I worked for Byron,” the man she had asked said, and the other one nodded.

“How about you four?” the strange woman asked.

“We worked for Jared. What the fuck happened up here?”

“He mentioned something about knowing where Security Captain Larns had secreted away some slaves.”

“Yeah…” one of them said hesitantly. They had their guns drawn and looked down at the weapons as if they wanted to use them, but didn’t know who to shoot.

“Where?” she asked.

“North side of the District. Warehouse in the fourth machine sector.”

“What is the exact address?” she asked.

“I’m not telling you shit,” the man said.

The two women stared at him for a few moments, and I felt the tension in the room rise. Z had crossed my lap to get away from Huyan’s body, but now she was sitting closer to the cluster of six armed goons. I wrapped my hands around her skinny waist and pulled her over to the other side of me.

I’d meant the movement to be slow and not attract attention, but everyone else in the room turned to look at the blonde hacker and me. Perhaps it was the distraction that the two women were looking for. They both suddenly held sawed off shotguns in their hands, and they fired before the six men could react.

The buckshot appeared to be made of flechette instead of balls. It ripped through the unarmored men as if they were made of red liquid, and they didn’t even get a chance to scream before their guts were sprayed across the brick walls behind them.

I threw myself over Z to protect her from any stray shot, but the Twins aimed correctly, and there had been at least three meters of space between where we sat and the nearest dead man.

“I did remember them, actually,” Kasta said as they both broke open their small shotguns.

“I did as well,” said Paula as they both reached into their coats to pull out new shells. They didn’t even look at each other, but they each moved as if they were clones.

“I didn’t like them.”

“Me either. It is no loss. There will be more men around Larn’s location,” Paula said. “Once they find out Huyan and Jared are dead, they will go to the Baccalas.”

“Maybe Adam will help us?” suggested Kasta, and they both turned toward me.

With their shotguns pointed at my face.

“I like him,” Paula said.

“I as well. He is handsome and strong. His woman is beautiful.”

“Who are you?” I asked as I stared at their sawed-off shotguns.

“Does it matter?” asked Kasta. “You work for money. We have money. Will you be loyal? Or will you be a problem?”

“We won’t be a problem!” Z waved her hands in the air. “Just put away your guns. Adam doesn’t--”

“Good,” they both said in unison. Then they looked from Z to me, and they each raised an eyebrow.

“You built him,” I said as I pointed to the corpse of the machine. They both smiled, but they didn’t lower their guns.

“Yes,” Kasta said.

“Why? How? It looks--”

“Pick up his body, please,” Paula asked me, and I was glad that they wore the different colored shirts tonight so I could tell the difference. They looked identical.

“Okay,” I said as I stood from the couch and took a hesitant step toward them. They moved aside, and let me pass. Then I put my hands on the dead android’s chest and threw him over my shoulder. He was heavier than I expected, but I was strong enough to carry him without much issue.

“Now what? We can’t just walk down the street with him,” Z asked.

“There are also a bunch of fuckers coming up the stairs,” I said as I nodded at the far side of the mezzanine. I counted eight men coming up the stairs there, and I doubted they would want to talk once they saw the bodies of their six co-workers.

“There is a fire exit this way,” one of the twins pointed away from the men to the other exit of our private room.

“Go,” I told the three women. Z grabbed Byron’s revolver and followed the twins. I brought up the rear, and spared a glance behind us to see where the suited goons were.

The men were still a good twenty meters away from us, but I assumed they saw the bodies of their friends and judged us guilty because we were running away. They started to shoot at us, and I had to duck around the brick corner of the far archway to keep from catching a bullet.

“Hey! Can you both run, or something? They are fucking shooting at us!” the twins were casually moving toward the far door with the Exit sign, and Z had already raced past them to hold the door open.

“Yes,” one of them said, and then they both stretched their long legs to make it to the exit.

“Behind you!” Z yelled at me as she pointed the revolver. The weapon shouted next to my head as I ducked into the exit doorway. A spray of bullets smashed through the wood as soon as she kicked the door closed, and I pulled her behind me just before another one came through the wall where she stood.

“Give me the gun,” I said to her as I held my hand out.

“Yeah. Don’t even think I came within ten meters of them,” Z said as she put the revolver in my hand. It was a chrome six shooter double action. Not as big a caliber as the one I had back on Persephone, but it would probably punch through two or three men who weren’t wearing armor.

“Glad you haven’t lost your sense of humor,” I said as we continued our run. There was a short brick hallway, and one of the twins was holding the next door open for us. This one looked to be made of steel, and I wondered if there was a way we could lock it behind us.

“Our whole plan has turned to shit, and we are getting shot at, just a usual day for the crew of Persephone. I’m a connoisseur of finely distilled tragedy. Shit!” Z shouted as the door behind us got kicked open. We were still a few meters from the next door, so I spun to point Byron’s revolver at the men that were peeking out.

The weapon barked in my hand, and the shot hit one of them in the shoulder as he was leaning around the door. The force of the bullet spun him away, but there were five men behind him, two of which were still aiming around the door, so I pushed Z down and behind me with one hand while I took aim again.

They fired, and a bullet slammed into my shoulder like an angry wasp. I heard Z shout, but then we were at the door, and my friend dashed with the other blonde twin.

I realized the bullet had penetrated Byron’s body to hit me, but my shoulder actually wasn’t hurting bad. There must have been some sort of armor inside the android and I guessed the bullet had only left a bruise on me. To retaliate, I squeezed the trigger of my revolver again, and one of the bullets kicked a suited man right between the eyes. Most of his face disappeared with a red explosion, and I managed to pull the door shut before they could shoot again.

We were outside the Benjo on a metal fire escape that clung to the brick of the building like a long dead spider. Most of the hinges of the ironworks were beyond rusted, and the movements of the three blonde women going down the ladders caused it to creak like an out of tune violin and smack against the building like an old drum.

I waited for the women to get to the ground before I started to follow them, but then the metal door began to open. It quickly swung outward, so I shoulder slammed it, heard a muffled cry of pain, tore it open to face the group of surprised men, and then pointed the revolver at the nearest man’s face.

Click

The gun was empty, of course. Byron fired thrice and Z once before I even got my hands on it. The man I had the revolver pointed at gasped when my weapon didn’t fire, and he moved his own arm up to point his pistol at me.

I punched him in the face with my gun, and the movement broke his nose. He stumbled back into another suited man, and I chucked the empty revolver at the face of a third man that was aiming his pistol. He pulled the trigger when my revolver smacked him, and his shot ricocheted off the steel door.

I slammed the door closed again, and then clutched the handle. I felt some of the locking pieces in the lever grind together, and the metal bar bent upward. It wouldn’t open when I distorted it, but I imagined the men would be able to kick it open in a few minutes. Or they could just run around.

I adjusted the weight of the dead android on my shoulder and then tried my best to get down the fire escape ladders as fast as possible.

“This way,” one of the twins said as soon as I landed in the alley, and I marveled at how calm her voice was.

“Where are we going?” Z asked as we followed the two women to the end of the alley.

“Our home. It is around the corner and down two blocks beside the hotel,” the other twin said.

“What about the--” Z began to speak, but the door above us broke open with a loud snapping sound. The remaining men poured onto the fire escape, and they easily spotted us at the end of the alley.

“Go,” I told them, and the trio of blonde women turned the corner out onto the street. I followed right behind them, and the men didn’t have a chance to get a shot off at me.

We were at the front of the club, and there was a crowd of well-dressed citizens milling around the front in a chaotic mess. I had worried people would have noticed me carrying Byron’s body, or noticed that he was an android, but the mob couldn’t decide if they were running, or in which direction to run. The twin blonde women weren’t sparing any backward glances, so I followed them and Z down the street toward the hotel.

Then I heard the sirens.

“In here!” I shouted as soon as I saw the dozen security guards round the corner about a hundred meters ahead. We moved into another alleyway and then retreated a good twenty meters toward a raised loading dock. It stood a meter high, was made of concrete, and it provided a place for us to hide while the first wave of cops ran by.

“I’ll go scout the corner,” Z said as she stood up from our hiding spot.

“No, I’ll go,” I said.

“You’ve got to carry the… body,” she replied as she pointed at the oil dripping out of Byron’s head.

“The other men are coming. If they see you--”

“I’ll run back. I’ve got this.” the skinny woman dashed to the end of the alley. First, she looked right, toward the direction that the police ran and where Benjo was. I figured she didn’t see anything dangerous because she turned to the left and then motioned for us to come toward her position.

I stood from the cover and then ran toward Z. The twins actually did run to keep up with me, but I turned to them before we took to the main street.

“How much farther?” I asked.

“One more block,” Paula said. Or at least, I thought it was Paula, but I couldn’t see the color of her blouse under her suit coat with the direction her torso was turned from me.

“But it is across the street,” said Kasta.

“It’s the gray apartment building. We are on the top floor.”

“What is the security like?” I asked. “Are there any of Byron’s men there? Will they give us a problem?”

“No, they are all out working on the explosives,” one of them said.

“Working on the explosives?” Z asked with obvious concern.

“Yes. All night,” the other twin answered.

“What are they doing with the--” my friend started to ask, but I waved my hand to silence her.

“We need to get somewhere safe, and then have the conversation. Let’s go.”

I moved back onto the street, and the three women followed me again.

The lights of the district were dimmed to emulate more of a “night” mode. I guessed it was to help citizens with their sleep cycle, but it was working now to conceal a bit of our travel. It didn’t really affect my enhanced vision, so I was still able to see the cops moving through the crowd in front of the Benjo. I didn’t see the men who were chasing us, so they must have decided to wait until the cops were gone, or they were taking another path through the alleyway to try and cut us off.

“It is up there,” one of the twins said as she pointed to the gray apartment building. It was ten stories and had the curved roof, brick, and turret components of classic Victorian styling.

“Cross,” I ordered as I checked behind us to make sure neither the men nor cops had noticed us. I was actually starting to get worried about the men. We couldn’t have lost the group that easily.

We sprinted across the street and ducked into the entryway of the apartment complex. There was a security terminal on the side of the wall, and Z moved to insert her cord into the slot.

“Don’t be silly. We know the password,” Paula said as she ran her hand over the terminal.

“Oh right, force of habit. Not used to having--”

A bullet bounced off the wall above my friend’s head, and she shouted in a language that I didn’t recognize. I pushed her and the two women away from the corner with my free arm, and then I glanced toward the direction of the gunfire. Sure enough, the men we earlier evaded had found a way through the alleys. The thugs emerged on the street some twenty-five meters on the other side of us.

“Opened,” Paula said as she finished keying in the access code.

The door was a thick pane of what looked like bulletproof armored glass, and it was wrapped with a fancy ironwork paisley decoration. It popped open with a hiss, and the twins pushed through it. Z came afterward, and I managed to swing the door closed behind me just as the gunmen got a line of sight on us. One of them fired at the door, but the bullet bounced off the glass as if it was made of rubber.

“The elevator is this way,” Kasta said, and I felt Paula tug on my arm.

A few minutes later we’d reached the top floor of the apartment, and the two women let us into the penthouse. There was another thick glass door here with a keypad, and the women opened it before they gestured for us to follow them inside. Z and I exchanged looks before we entered the place, but my friend just shrugged.

The inside of the apartment was as I expected: dark wood floors, gaudy furniture, gold molding on the ceiling corners, and painted artwork wrapped with thick decorative frames. Everything looked expensive, and as if it had escaped an ancient movie set.

“Lay him there please,” one of the twins gestured to a green couch made of plush velvet. Every piece of furniture seemed to clash with every other piece, but they all kind of worked together when I looked across the entire room.

“Tell us about the explosives,” I said as I set down the half-headed body of the gangster.

“They are being set in the security station,” Paula explained while Kasta walked into one of the bedrooms.

“What? Why?” Z asked, and I saw her step around a couch so she could watch the twin who walked into the rear room. It was a wise move. I didn’t think these women would ask us to help them and then kill us, but they were a strange pair, and we now knew their “man” wasn’t a true human. They might want to keep it a secret.

And there was only one safe way to keep a secret.

“To take over the station, of course,” Paula said with a shrug.

“Wait, back up. Who’s taking over the station? Why does bombing the--”

“It is Nebula Gammon,” the twin that walked in the back room said as she returned to the main area with the couches. Z let out a gasp and stepped away as if the woman was pointing her shotgun at her, but she was actually holding a head. It was bald, and I recognized it as Byron’s.

“You have a spare?” I asked with a chuckle.

“Of course. It will take some time to re-attach it. Then a bit longer to reboot him,” explained Kasta. “We will explain the bombs then.”

Paula moved to the coffee table and ran her fingers down one of the leg edges. There was a hissing sound, and the top of the dark wood piece flipped up and then rotated around to show an array of various tools. I’d never been much of a mechanic, but I’d been around enough repair sites to be able to recognize most instruments. I couldn’t tell what half of these did though, and I stepped away as each of the twins grabbed tools that looked like rotor bladed mini-axes.

“How are you so calm?” Z hissed to me as Kasta straddled Byron’s lap. Paula moved around the back of the couch and tilted his ruined skull back so her sister could use the axe tool to pry off the skin at the robot’s neck.

“This is interesting,” I said. “I’ve heard of androids, but I had no idea Byron was one.”

“That is the plan,” Kasta said as she finished peeling off the skin around the man’s neck. There were little nubs around his Adam’s apple, and Paula moved back to the table to grab a strange looking tool that looked like a screwdriver, only with a sharp tip like a mini-knife.

“Did you build him?” Z asked as she stood on her tippy toes to peer over the top of the woman straddling the corpse. She’d taken the tool from her sister and was using it to release the attachments at his throat.

“Yes,” they both answered at once.

“We will answer both of your questions in a few minutes, please let us work in silence,” Paula said as she pulled her long blonde hair back over her shoulder.

“Sure,” Z said, and then she shrugged to me. “But what of the men downstairs?”

“They won’t be able to get up here. Even if they get in the building, they can’t get to this floor without overriding the elevator. If that happens, our security system will alert us and our weapons will deal with them. We are safe here, for the time being,” the other twin answered.

Z and I nodded, and then we watched the women work. They didn’t speak as they went about their task, and a dozen question flooded my brain. It took them a few minutes to remove Byron’s head, but twice as long to attach the new one. Once it was secured on his neck and re-bolted, one of the beautiful women worked on putting his skin back on while the other one ran a cable between the new head and the old ruined one.

“He will reboot now. The bullet took out part of his processor, but not his memory drive. He’ll remember everything before the bullet hit him,” Kasta explained.

“I would like to go into the room for a few minutes,” Paula said to her sister.

“I understand,” her sister replied. “I will explain to them.”

“Thank you,” the other twin said with a sob. Tears were streaking down her lovely face, and she gave us a nod before she ran into the back room.

“Uhhh. She okay?” Z asked.

“Yes,” Kasta said as she pointed at a purple loveseat beside the green couch where Byron was rebooting. “Sit down please.”

Z and I sat, and the other woman lowered down on the sofa next to Byron’s body. The man’s eyes were opened inhumanly wide, as was his mouth, and his fingers occasionally twitched as the data poured in from the ruined skull he was connected to.

“Where to begin?” She had closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The woman didn’t speak for longer than I expected, so Z and I looked at each other. Then my friend opened her mouth to speak, but Kasta leaned forward. “You are Z?”

“Yes,” my friend replied.

“I am Kasta, my sister is Paula.”

“Nice to meet you,” Z said with a guarded smile.

“Yes. We feel the same way. You have both helped us.”

“Byron said something about his sister before he killed Huyan Kar,” I prompted.

“Yes. She was taken from us when we were young,” the woman said as she opened her blue eyes. “She was incredible. Full of life. Intelligent. A genius. We have an affinity for machines, but she was almost a sorceress. She could build a robot out of scrap metal and a trashed terminal. She could move the metal with her mind and shape it how she wanted. Then it would come to life and entertain us.” The woman closed her eyes again and took another breath.

“So it wasn’t Byron’s sister. It was yours?” Z asked.

“Yes. We’ve missed her for ten years. Our parents were miners and were away for their week of work. We weren’t supposed to leave, but we ran out of beans and rice. We had little money then, but we had some saved. We went out to the store to buy some so she could continue to build the toy she promised us. When we came back, the apartment was empty. The door was kicked in, and we could hear her screaming from the alleyway.” The woman opened her eyes again and then cleared her throat. “I would like some water. Would you two like some water?”

“Uhh, sure,” Z said.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“Water, please. Three glasses” the woman called out to the ceiling. Two seconds later I heard ice falling into glass and liquid pouring. Three hand-size drones then hovered from an open archway five meters behind the couch where the blonde woman sat. They each bore a full glass of water, and the woman motioned for us to keep our hands up as if we wanted to hold the glass from the bottom. We did so, and they dropped their load into the palm of our hands before retreating toward the kitchen.

“That’s some decent programming,” Z said with a whistle.

“Thank you,” the woman replied as she took a sip of her ice water. “We ran out of my building and found the men. They were taking her down an alleyway. We were eleven years old in Earth years or so, and we couldn’t do anything but follow them. They took her to a brothel. We were too scared to go in because we knew they would just kidnap us as well. Then no one would be able to tell my parents what happened.”

“That’s fucking awful,” Z groaned. “What did your parents do?”

“We had to wait for another two days. When they returned, we told them what happened. My dad was a hard man, but he loved us more than anything. He hated that we were alone when they went on their jobs.” The woman closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “He went to the brothel to find my sister. He never came back home.”

Z and I were silent as the beautiful woman bit her lip. A tear fell down her cheek, and she touched it with the tip of her pointer finger. Then she opened her eyes and stared at it with fascination.

“Mother couldn’t pay the bills with only her mining income. She had to start allowing men to use her body. One of them didn’t want to pay her-- we could hear them screaming in the other room. Then he started beating her. Well…” Kasta sighed again. “We hid so he couldn’t find us. Then we were orphans. We lived on the streets of Queen’s Hat. Our lives had always been hard, but it became harder alone. We went hungry for a long time, but then we found an old drone warehouse. It was abandoned when Nebula Gammon left and filled with wonderful toys. The technology was a bit old, but we didn’t care. Soon we had minions to get us food, clothes, rhodium, and R-credit cards.” The woman’s eyes turned to me, and they were the hard eyes of a killer.

“Then we began to look for our sister.”

The woman was silent for a few moments and Z cleared her throat. “I’m guessing you didn’t find her?”

“She wasn’t at the brothel. No one knew of her. We tortured and killed all of the men who worked there and the madam. The closest information I got was that some new gangster, who used to captain a ship, was buying girls and selling them.”

“Kar?” I asked.

“We didn’t know. We found the man who killed my mother first. My machines killed him after we told him who we were. I believe we were twelve or thirteen. It had been a little over a year since our mother was murdered.” The woman took another sip of water and then set it on the table that hid her tools. “We had used my stolen rhodium and R-credit cards to lease a small apartment. We continued to search for our sister, but there was no safe way for us to infiltrate the many organizations of gangsters in this district. At the time, there were five crime lords and as many in each of the other six districts. We slipped our faithful minions into spots to observe, we tracked conversations, but all of the men were involved in the slave trade.”

The woman paused again and then glanced over to the room where her sister retreated. She turned back to us after a few moments, and a sad smile spread across her lips. “Not only were we just girls, but we were women. Queen’s Hat Station is steeped in mining culture. There was not much respect given to women on the job, or in any roll of power in the districts.”

“So you built Byron,” I said. As the words came out of my mouth, I realized that Kasta smelled strange. Other than the thick flower perfume, she had no body odor. Z and I both smelled like sweat, the food we had eaten, and exhaustion.

We smelled human.

“Yes,” Kasta said as our eyes met.

“Damn good job. I had no idea he wasn’t real,” Z said, but the strange woman didn’t look at her. She was still staring at me.

“You know?” she asked as her lips curved into a surprised smile.

“Yeah. I have a keen nose. I couldn’t tell at first because I wasn’t even considering it, and maybe your perfume covered it up.”

“Uhhh. Did I miss something? What are you talking about?” Z asked me.

“She is one also,” I said as I pointed to the blonde twin with the darker red blouse.

Z gasped and turned to face the woman. My friend leaned forward, and they stared at each other for a few moments. Then Kasta shrugged, and Z shook her head.

“Holy shit,” Z gasped. “I don’t believe it.”

“That story didn’t really happen to you,” I said as I nodded to the back room where the sobbing woman had run to. “It happened to her.”

“It happened to her, and to me. We are the same,” the android said with another shrug that only a few minutes before, I would have thought of as an entirely human movement. “She lost her sister, as did I. My tears are real. I feel her emotions as my own. I might not be made of the same red blood, bones, and flesh as you both, but I do have bones and muscles, a mind, and a soul. They are just made of metal, silicone, and plastic.”

“So, let me get this straight,” Z huffed. “An orphan girl managed to build two perfect AI androids in her apartment with no corporate support or money?”

“We had money we stole, but yes. We wish you could have met our sister. She was the real talent.”

“Uhhhh. Yeah, but there is no way I’d believe anything you were saying if I didn’t just watch you and your… uh… sister, screw a spare head back on him.” Z pointed at Byron’s body. The man’s eyelids were starting to flutter a bit.

“I can understand. She and I began to believe we were unusual when we constructed our first drones with left overs found in the Nebula Gammon warehouse.

“She’s got to be the most brilliant engineer in the fucking galaxy, and I thought you were both just pretty hookers,” Z said with a dry chuckle.

“Your man knew better,” the android said as she looked at me and smiled.

“He did?” Z asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “I guessed that Byron was following their orders, but I didn't know he was an android. I can imagine how the rest of this story goes since Huyan Kar is dead, but why don’t you finish?”

“Byron started a gambling house and some drone betting. We were able to use our tech to rig the games a bit better. We made money, and Byron rose in power. Then we began killing the other gang bosses in the district. During this time, Huyan Kar was also rising to power by legitimately buying property, so I didn’t suspect him. Over the years, all of my leads led to him. Byron was able to work his way into the man’s partnership, and we waited for him to admit that he had been kidnapping girls.”

“I see,” I said as I recalled the bald man’s last act. “What of your missing sister? Did you find out anything about her?”

“No,” the woman said, and a flurry of human-like sadness fell across her face. Even though I knew she was a machine, her face was constructed so perfectly, and her expressions so sincere, I almost couldn’t believe it. “We’ve downloaded and run facial recognition software for every video feed in the station. In all districts. We’ve sent our drone-minions into countless homes where we knew girls were sold. It has been ten years, and we’ve never seen a trace of her. We suspect she is dead or was sold as a slave to a passing ship.”

“And she was your-- I mean her twin?” Z asked as she nodded to the back room where Paula went.

“Yes, but as I said. She is my sister as well. I am made identical to Paula, and I carry her lost sister’s name.”

“Fuck. I’m so sorry,” Z said, and my friend actually wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

“Why are you crying?” the other woman asked.

“Because it makes me sad. My mom was also murdered,” the blonde hacker asked.

“Oh,” the android replied with a slow nod. “I understand.”

“You do?” Z asked. “You said you have a soul and feelings. How does that work?”

“I was programmed for it, and Paula taught me,” the woman said with another shrug. “I feel all the emotions, perhaps they are a little muted when compared to my sister, but that could be my particular personality.” The woman nodded to Byron. “He’s brasher than I am.”

“So, when we first met, Byron rubbed one of your… uhhh. Well…” Z’s face started to turn red.

“I can have sex. I create the necessary lubricants and can experience an orgasm. Byron’s request for us to exchange sexual partners was driven by our desire for Adam.” The woman smiled at me and then bit her bottom lip a bit.

“Shit, this is so weird. Does he have a robot penis or something?” Z asked as she pointed at Byron.

“Okay, let’s talk about the bomb,” I said to change the subject. “You mentioned it was Nebula Gammon?”

“Yes.” The woman nodded to me and then turned to Z. “He actually can’t have sex. We never cared to make his penis work. If Adam agreed to our exchange, Byron would have just made an excuse for not being able to perform.”

“Ahh. Then he probably would have blamed me or something.” The hacker rolled her eyes.

“Yes, probably,” the twin nodded with a wry smile.

“Fucking typical man. You did a good job programming him.” Z actually leaned back on the couch and laughed.

“The bomb?” I asked, and I probably did a poor job of hiding my urgency.

“Nebula Gammon has been planning this for the last four or five years. They own some of the Parliament, but not all. Their plan is to bomb every security station tomorrow morning when the members of Congress are supposed to be holding a surprise inspection for their district. Cops loyal to the members of Congress bought by Nebula Gammon will not be around, of course.”

“They are bombing every single one?” I asked.

“Yes. It will destroy most of the stations and kill over half of the police force. Nebula Gammon is ready one star system over. They will appear out of hyperdrive an hour after the bombs go off, invade the station, and then take control of it once more.”

“How do you know all this?” I asked.

“Byron’s men are laying the bombs right now,” she said.

“Who asked him to do it? Was it Kar?”

“Huyan Kar was working for Congressman Baccala and his wife. They have been bought by Nebula Gammon. They promised both Huyan and Byron vast wealth for helping them.”

“But you control Byron. Why are you letting this happen?” I asked. “Thousands of people are going to die from the bombs. Then more will die when Nebula Gammon invades. From what I understand, Nebula Gammon weren’t nice overlords when they owned this station.”

“That’s what is said of them. Yes,” she replied with a shrug. “What are we supposed to do? Byron is only one pawn on their chessboard. If we had him tell them ‘no,’ they would have easily found another. Up until an hour ago, we’ve been focused on revenge. We suspected Kar, so I didn’t want to do anything that would cost me the position we worked hard to gain with him.”

“But now you know he took your sister,” I said. “You’ve had your vengeance. Are you just going to sit around and let all these innocent people die? Are you going to let Nebula Gammon enslave this station again?”

“There is nothing we can do,” she said with a shrug. “You told my sister you have a ship. Perhaps we can leave with you? There is nothing left for us here. We have enough rhodium to pay our way.”

“We have a friend in jail in the station,” I growled. “There are two and a half million people living here. Yeah, I’m sure some of them are assholes like Huyan Kar or Jared Wes, but the majority of them are like you and your sister.” I stood and looked at Z. The woman nodded and stood a second later. “I’m going to stop them from bombing the stations, and then I’m going to stop Nebula Gammon from taking over.”

“How are you going to do that?” a voice said from across the room, and I turned to see the other twin standing there. Her face was red from crying, and the contrast to her blue eyes helped remind me that she was actually alive. Or at least human.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll talk to Juliette Larns. I’ll tell her what is going on. She can probably get in touch with all the stations and tell them about the bombs.”

“No, the communications and video feeds are going to be cut. The districts won’t be able to talk to each other,” the human twin, Paula, said.

“She is right. There is nothing you can do,” the android twin said. “We still have a few hours. You told my sister your ship engine needs repair? We’ve never worked on an engine before, but we can probably figure it out. We can also provide you with R-credits you can use to buy food. We should be able to escape before the bombs go off.”

“Let’s go,” I said to Z. She nodded, and we turned toward the door of the apartment.

“Wait,” Paula said, and we turned around to face her.

“Yeah?”

“Why?” she asked. “You don’t know anyone on this station. Why do you care?”

“What would you have given to have me standing in the alleyway when the men took your sister?” I asked, and her eyes grew large. “I would have killed them, and then carried her back to your apartment. Then I would have probably bought you both dinner with whatever money I had. I would have told you that there were good men and women in the universe.”

She didn’t say anything, but a fresh torrent of tears began to roll down her red cheeks.

“Let’s go,” I said to Z again. I wasn’t going to sit around here and beg Paula and Kasta to help us. There wasn’t enough time.

“Aye, Captain,” my friend whispered, and we walked out of the apartment.

The woman and her androids didn’t say anything else, so we closed the door behind us and left them to their sorrow.
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Chapter 15

“What’s the plan?” Z said when we stepped into the elevator.

“We need to call Juliette on the transponder, tell her what is going on, and get Eve out of whatever cell they have her in. Then we need to find these bombs and disarm them.”

“Sounds good, except for the assholes who are probably waiting for us on the street, the whole ‘convincing Juliette we are telling the truth’, and the ‘disarming the bombs’ part. I’m guessing you think we can disarm them by shooting them.” Z let out a chuckle, closed her eyes, and then she leaned against the wall of the elevator.

“You don’t have to help me if you don’t want to,” I said.

“Adam,” she growled as she opened her blue eyes. She glared at me and crossed her arms. “Don’t say that shit. I’m with you to the end. Got it?”

“Yeah,” I said as I smiled at her.

“I don’t want Eve or any of these other people to die. I’m merely pointing out our plans are like a list of shit that isn’t going to happen. We might as well try to just get off the station. We’ll end up saving everyone instead.” She let out a long laugh and then exhaled.

“We’ll figure it out. One step at a time. First the men at the door.”

“I can call that bitch on my transponder. Maybe she’ll send her men to take out the fuckers at the door? We don’t have to shoot our way through everything,” she said as she pulled the device out of her pocket.

“Will take too long for her to send men. Besides, I’m not going to be doing any shooting,” I said as the door opened.

“Oh?” She raised an eyebrow, and I could see her thumb poised over the button that opened the transponder.

“Nope. No bullets left in the revolver so I threw it at them. I’m going to have to punch my way through.” The elevator door opened and I looked down the hallway.

The men were still waiting by the glass door to the building.

“Oh, fucking shit,” Z sighed. “Why do I even bother?”

“You already told me why,” I said as I ran down the hallway to the door.

“Yes. But no! Stop! Don’t!” I heard her shout once I started running.

There were three of the suited men, and one was hammering on the keypad while the other two looked out onto the street. Was this all that was chasing us? I didn’t know for sure, but I couldn’t see any of them holding their pistols when I looked through the twisted ironwork of the door.

There wasn’t a keypad on the exit side, so I guessed the door would unlock as soon as I approached it from the interior side. I was proven correct, and the door clicked unlocked as soon as I touched the handle.

The men hadn’t been looking at the door, they were looking out at the street for cops, so they were caught off guard when I flung it open. The metal edge slammed into the head of the nearest man, and he bounced away with a surprised shout. I stepped out of the path of the swinging glass and drove my fist into the man standing closest to the street. My knuckles shattered his nose, and he actually flipped head-over-heels.

The suited man working the keypad spun as he reached into his coat, but my left hand trapped his right against his belly, and I slammed my head into his nose. His face bounced off my skull, and then the back of his head ping-ponged off the wall of the apartment complex. I head butted him again on his return, and I heard his skull crack with the impact.

The man I’d hit with the door was trying to get up, but I stomped down on the side of his face with the heel of my fancy shoe, and his body went limp.

“Who needs guns when your head is as hard as a ship hull,” Z commented as she stepped around the door and reached inside of one of the men’s coats. She yanked his pistol out and then looked down at her tight dress.

“I’ll take it,” I said as I pulled the gun from her hand. “Just call Juliette.”

“She’s not answering,” Z said as she waved the transponder around.

“What?” I heard the redhead’s voice come across the speaker.

It also sounded like there were gunshots coming from the device.

“Was that a gun?” Z asked as I pulled the other two pistols from the fallen men and then searched them for magazines.

“They found out about the safe house. I’m pinned down.”

“Where?” I asked as I pulled six magazines from the men and crammed them in my pocket.

“North side of the District. Off Royal Avenue and Cornfield Lane. There is a group of yellow rhodium refining plants. They are old buildings from the Nebula Gammon days.”

“I think I remember where it is on the map,” Z said.

“Can you hurry the fuck up?” Juliette shouted through the transponder after there was another series of gunshots.

“We’re coming,” I said into the transponder. “Sit tight.”

“That’s what I’m doing!” Juliette spat.

“Let’s go.” Z said as she pointed to our right.

I followed the hacker into the street and began to run. It only took half a dozen steps for me to notice my friend’s awkward form. She was practically stumbling, and I grabbed onto her arm to prevent her from falling.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“These fucking heels. I need to take them off. I’ve run all I can in them,” Z said as she reached down with her free hand to pry the gold stilettos off her feet.

“Wait,” I said, and she turned away from her feet to look at me. “I’ll go alone. Where am I heading?”

“No, I’ll go with you.” She shook her head, and her short blonde hair whipped around her face urgently.

“You are wearing a dress and ten centimeter high heels.”

“You are wearing a suit,” she argued. “I don’t see what--”

“The android told us that communications are cut off between the other districts. I need you to go back to the ship, change into your armor, get some rifles ready, and then try to figure out how we can get a hold of them without sending a carrier pigeon. As soon as I get Juliette, I’ll circle back with you, and we can get Eve.”

“By the time I get changed, you are going to--”

“Z, please go back to Persephone and try to figure out how we can tell them all. I’m good at shooting assholes, you are good with computers. Even a few extra minutes in their system might save everyone.” I stared into her eyes. I didn’t want to tell her it was an order, but it was. Hell, none of us were even military. It wasn’t like I was going to kick her off the ship for not obeying my orders. I just wanted her to agree with me so she’d be out of harm’s way.

“Take this street up to Royal and make a left. I think Cornfield is maybe two kilometers down,” she said as she pointed in the direction we were heading.

“Thanks. I’ll call you as soon as I’ve--”

“Don’t get shot. Okay?” she said.

“I don’t try to--” I began to say, but her lips pressed against mine, and her kiss interrupted my words.

Her arms wrapped around my neck and my hands circled her thin waist. Our tongues explored each other’s mouths for half a moment, and she let out a slight moan the seemed to fill my skull with passion.

Then she pushed away from me and turned toward the closest tube train station. My hands were still around her body, and I almost wanted to pull her back into me. I let her go instead, and she stepped away.

“Go get ‘em, tiger,” Z said without looking back at me.

A thousand words came to my tongue, but I didn’t say any of them. I just turned away from her.

Then I started running down the street.

There weren’t many pedestrians. It was night on the station, and I guessed that anyone who would have been on the street had either moved toward the commotion at Benjo or heard the gunshots and decided to stay inside. I reached Royal Avenue and made a left. This street wasn’t as well lit, but it didn’t matter much to my enhanced vision. I didn’t see any citizens walking this road, so I pushed as much strength as I could into my legs and sprinted over the cobblestones.

The animal inside of me begged for release, but I ignored its cries, and they quickly turned into angry growls. It loved to run, it wanted to fight, and every step caused it to become more frustrated.

I reached the corner of Cornfield Lane and spotted the large rhodium refineries Juliette spoke of. The fence around them was another hundred meters down the street, and I saw that the once-locked gate of the property had been broken open.

I also heard the gunshots, so I figured I was in the right spot.

There were three buildings on the property. The one on the left, closest to me, was a long rectangular structure that appeared to be one story high. The building in the middle was cone shaped, and its point rose a good twenty-five meters off the floor of the station. The last building on the right was attached to the cone structure with a raised access tunnel, but it was only about half as high. It was a square shape, like a standard warehouse structure, and it was where the gunfire was coming from.

I carried three pistols in my belt, and I pulled two of them out as I ran toward the sounds of combat. The buildings were in a dilapidated state, and they were covered with a combination of rust, graffiti, and peeling paint. There was a roll up door closest to me, and I could see flashes of gunfire from inside the building.

I slid to a stop at the edge of the door and risked a glance inside the warehouse. It looked to be a labyrinth of shelves stocked with metal boxes, planks of wood, and old computer parts. My enhanced vision made out the shape of three men ducking behind cover to my right, and I saw another group of four to my left. They were pointing their guns to the far side of the building, and I guessed Juliette was taking cover there.

I ducked back around the corner and tried to piece together a plan. I’d seen seven men, but that had only been after a quick glance. There could easily have been twice as many in the building. Then again, if there had been more than ten, they would have easily been able to outflank Juliette and taken her out. A quick rattle of distant gunfire, followed by one of the men screaming with pain, convinced me she was still alive.

The creature who lived in my DNA demanded release. It whispered to me that I couldn’t kill these men without its help. It begged to be free so it could taste their terror. It promised me we would be victorious together. The human part of my soul said changing was a mistake. If I shifted now, I’d have to sleep as soon as I got back into my human form, and I knew I’d need to make decisions about saving the station in the next few hours.

I pushed the animal back down into my stomach, and then rushed around the corner toward the group of four men on my left.

Their attention was focused on the other side of the building, and I was able to close the distance without any of them turning toward me.

Two of the men were hiding behind the same large shelf, and I was able to punch both of pistols into their backs before I pulled the triggers. Their bodies muffled some of the sounds of the bullets, but the front of their chests still exploded, and the other two men in the group let out a startled yelp.

The other pair of gangsters swung their pistols toward me, so I rolled to my right behind a metal crate. Unfortunately, this put me in Juliette’s line of sight, and the woman’s bullet slammed into the metal next to my head as the other men’s bullets bounced off the top.

“Watch it!” I screamed at her as I crawled across the front of the crate to try and circumnavigate the men.

“Shit. Sorry!” she yelled, but then the other three men on the far side of the warehouse now knew that the redhead had support, and I heard their bullets punch through the other side of the crate where I crouched.

I was a bit out of position now. I could back up across the warehouse toward Juliette’s position, but it would mean a longer gunfight as the two of us tried to defend our position against the five of them. I was only a few meters away from the last two men on this corner of the warehouse, but I would have to either jump over my crate and through the shelving to get to them or run around the side of the crate and risk bullets.

If it were me in their position, the last tactic I would think my opponent would use would be climbing on top of the crate, jumping through the shelf, and coming at me head on.

So that was what I did.

I sprung up to the top of the metal crate with a grunt and leaned over sideways as I pushed off the edge with my feet. The motion sent me flying through the air and caused the crate under me to slide a bit. There were a few cardboard boxes on the shelf, and my left shoulder knocked them over as I threaded the needle between the open spaces.

A flurry of bullets ricocheted around me, and I thought about what Z would say if she saw me do this. She’d probably make a comment about me spending another one of my nine lives, and then roll her eyes melodramatically.

None of the bullets hit me, and I rolled forward once I had cleared the shelf. The other two men were on my right, and they were both peering around the corner of the crate where they hid. They were expecting me to come around that side and were caught off guard when I rolled on the ground on their other side.

I fired as soon as my shoulder hit the hard ground. One of my bullets punched into a man’s lower back, but the other went a bit wide and missed the second man by five centimeters. The man I missed turned to his shot partner, and then he spun around more to try and point his gun at me. Both of my pistols fired first though, and both bullets penetrated his skull at the eye sockets.

The other man wasn’t dead, and he was trying to spin around so he could get some vengeance. I knew from experience that bullets in the back hampered movement, so I wasn’t at all surprised when I was able to send a bullet into his heart before he could shoot me.

I rolled to my left a few times as a spray of bullets flew through the air above me. The men on the other side of the warehouse were yelling my location, and I guessed that they were taking up new positions. My risky strategy paid off though. It was now two against three, and Juliette and I had them flanked against the far side of the building. I crawled over toward the exit roll up door and then took a new position by a metal shelf there. They wouldn’t be able to escape unless they moved across my line of fire.

The men understood their predicament, and one popped out from around the corner of a shelf he was standing behind to shoot in my direction. I ducked behind my own cover and then leaned out the side to try and aim at one of the three men I guessed were taking up a new position. I only caught a brief flash of movement by a crate two meters from where I thought the group was. There wasn’t really a clear shot at him, but I had plenty of ammo, so I squeezed the trigger a few times on each of my pistols and tried to punch a bullet through the crate and into him. All of my bullets bounced off the metal, but I did hear Juliette’s gun retort, and one of the men began to scream with pain.

“Cover me!” I heard the woman shout at me, and I leaned out from the other side of my shelf and lit up the area where I guessed the men hid with the rest of the bullets in each of the guns. Our opponents didn’t risk peeking out to take a shot at Juliette, and I saw her slide behind a crate four meters closer to the men.

I leaned back around the shelf and replaced the magazines in my two pistols. Then I peeked around the corner and made eye contact with Juliette as she sat with her back against the crate. The redhead pointed over her right shoulder with her pistol, and then gestured for me to go around the corner. I nodded at her, and then I watched her lean away from the crate. She made another small nod, and we each flung ourselves from around our cover and dashed toward the men.

One of them was peeking out from behind the metal crate, and my bullet took him in the forehead. Another leaned out from the shelf where he was hiding, but Juliette’s bullet hit him in the side of the chest under the armpit, and he spun away before he could pull the trigger.

I didn’t see the third man until I reached their cover. Then I saw him leaning on one of the boxes.

“I surr-” he started to say, but Juliette’s gun cut him off with a bullet that tore through his teeth and sprayed most of his brain out the back of his skull and onto the crate.

“Fucking slavers,” she spat.

“You alright?” I asked as I pointed to the sleeve of her leather coat. It was covered in blood.

“Not mine.” She sighed. “The only guys in my station I trusted were with me. I was about to head back to my office when these assholes attacked.

“They all dead?” I asked, and the pretty woman nodded.

“They were good men.” she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, but I didn’t see any tears on her face.

“What about the girls?”

“Over here,” she said as she gestured to the back part of the building where I had first found her defending.

I followed the cop through the shelves and crates to an office door. It was made of steel and locked, but the girls opened it after Juliette knocked on it three times and said it was her.

“Are they gone?” the girl who opened the door asked.

“Yes. You are safe for now,” Juliette said.

“We need to talk,” I said to her, and I pointed to a spot out of earshot of the five young women.

“Okay,” she said, and then she walked with me back through the dim warehouse.

“Here is good,” I said once we were a good ten meters away from the office.

“Listen, if you think I’m going to thank you for saving my ass, you are wrong. I know you only did it so your friend wouldn’t rot in jail.” Juliette crossed her arms and glared at me.

The beast in my stomach growled, and I felt my hackles rise. My vision dimmed for a few seconds and I had to force a few gulps of air into my lungs before I spoke.

“I know about the bombs,” I said at last.

“Oh?” she asked.

“There is a fleet of Nebula Gammon ships one solar system over. They intend to invade Queen’s Hat as soon as all the district’s security stations are bombed. The men and women loyal to the Baccala’s and the other corrupt parliament members will not be on site, but there are apparently other parliament members conducting surprise visits to all the centers tomorrow morning.”

“How did you find this out?” She raised an eyebrow.

“Byron told me. Kind of.”

“There are explosives at my station?” she asked. “Who planted them?”

“Byron’s men. He didn’t think he could refuse Huyan Kar or Baccala, so he went along with the plan.”

“Will he testify against Kar and Baccala?” she asked, and she had a bit of a hard time hiding her excitement.

“Kar is dead. Byron shot him in the head, and the Baccala couple are going to be dead as soon as you, Z, Eve, and I figure out how to disarm the bombs in this district and all the other ones.”

“Who is going to kill th--”

“I am,” I growled. “Unless you want to skip the trial and administer justice for them like you did for the men over there.” I pointed to the corpses on the far side of the warehouse.

The woman and I stared at each other for a few moments, and I could tell she was puzzling out a reply. I was about to tell her that she needed to hurry the fuck up and trust me, but she spoke.

“If you are telling the truth, I have a much bigger problem than the Baccala’s,” she said at last.

“Yeah. A few thousand people are going to die, and that’s before Nebula Gammon shows up with their fleet.”

“Fuck,” she said as she pinched the bridge of her nose. “I have to get these girls somewhere safe.”

“I don’t think there is anywhere safe on this entire station until we stop Nebula Gammon,” I said. “Huyan Kar’s men know the girls are here, but he’s dead now, and I’m sure a lot of them will be waiting for the invasion.”

“Wait here,” Juliette asked me, and then she ran back toward the office.

I heard her whisper to the girls to stay in the room, lock the door, and wait for her to return. Then she told them that if she didn’t come back in two days, report to the security station. The girls agreed with concerned voices, and then Juliette returned to me.

“Let’s go,” she said as she gestured out of the warehouse.

“You need to release my friend,” I said as we ran onto the street.

“I need to stop these bombs, and I can’t trust anyone at my station.”

“My friend will help. Please trust me.” I was tired of trying to convince Juliette that I wasn’t a scumbag.

“I’ll think about it,” she said.

“You better think fast. I’m your only ally here.”

“Awww. I knew you had a thing for me. You are my type also.”

“Ha.” I shook my head and then reached for Persephone’s transponder. I pulled it out as we turned onto Royal Avenue, and hit the button on the side to open up communications.

“Z, Juliette and I are running toward her station. What do you have for us?”

“Not that much,” the blonde hacker’s voice came over the small speaker. “Looks like someone put a security firewall in place between all the districts. It’s a safety thing in case one of them gets infected with a virus. It’s not very elegant, but effective. I’m chipping away at it like a hand pick against a brick wall.”

Juliette heard what the hacker said, and she motioned for us to slow our running so that she could speak into the transponder.

“It’s built into the data connections across the station. There is a manual release in District H’s old security headquarters.”

“You mean the abandoned spooky ghost district with no lights? Yeah. Have fun. I’m going to try pulling it apart from the safety of my nice leather chair here.”

“Where are you?” the redhead asked.

“I’m on Persephone. I connected a cable link to the port terminal at the door and--”

“It will be faster for you to try from my office,” Juliette said.

“Where the bombs are? No thanks. I was thinking that Adam gets Eve out, and then we all hang out on the bridge while I try to break down the--”

“We are going to take care of the explosives at this station. You’ll be safe here,” I said.

“Alright. Let me know. I’m going to keep hacking at this wall. Oh, and I can’t access the station’s auto defense protocols. I figure that is because I’m plugging in from the harbor, but you might want to make sure it's still online so the guns will shoot at Nebula Gammon when they show up.”

“Ahhh. That’s a good point. Thanks,” Juliette said.

“Did you just thank me?” Z laughed.

“Don’t get used to it, Blondie.”

“We’ll let you know when we have dealt with the bombs,” I said.

“Copy that,” she said, and the transponder made a beeping noise.

Juliette and I began to run again. She was in better shape than I guessed, and was able to keep up with my jog easily. I expected to run into more of Huyan Kar’s men, or more of Byron’s men, or anyone who would know what we were up to and try to kill us, but we didn’t encounter anyone on the roads.

Then we made it to the security station, and we slowed at the outer gate.

“We need to get Eve out,” I said.

“I don’t see how your friend is going to help us, but fine. We’ll walk in and then I’ll take you to her. If you try anything, I won’t hesitate to--”

“Stop,” I interrupted her. “I don’t know what happened to you in your past. I don’t know what baggage you are carrying around, but it isn’t you against the world. You aren’t the only person fighting to protect people. Clinging onto the belief that I’m your enemy isn’t going to help you get through this alive.”

“What if I don’t really give a shit about getting through this alive? You’ve got me all wrong,” she spat.

“No. I don’t,” I growled at her. “Let’s go.”

She frowned at me, but then nodded before we walked past the main gate and toward the front door of the building. There were only four cops loitering in the front, and they gave Juliette a salute before she returned the motion.

“What time is this visit tomorrow morning?” I asked.

“Seven,” she said as we walked through the front doors. There was a big clock on the wall of the entrance, and the red numbers were a bit depressing.

4:14AM.

Where had the night and morning gone? I didn’t know how we were going to be able to find all these bombs, tell the other stations, and then prepare for Nebula Gammon to attack in less than three hours.

“Commander Larns, Ma’am!” one of the security officers at the front desk saluted. Unlike the last time I was here, the lobby was now deserted of civilians. There was just the man at the desk, and two other officers at the entrance to the hallway that led to the innards of the station.

“Good morning, Sergeant Tallhee,” Juliette said as she returned the salute.

“Ma’am, are you bleeding?” he asked, and the other two cops turned from their whispered conversation to look at their boss.

“No,” she replied as she stepped toward the door that the other two cops guarded.

“Oh, well, we are going to have to fix that. Sorry boss.” Before the man finished speaking, I was pulling my pistols, but the other three guards were also drawing their own firearms.

And I was just a few hairs of a second too slow.
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Chapter 16

The crooked cop behind the desk fired first. He aimed at Juliette, but I pushed the woman out of the way with my right shoulder as my own guns pointed at him. His bullet tore open that same shoulder as I squeezed the triggers. My right pistol twisted from the impact of his bullet, but my left’s ripped his throat open, and the man’s eyes widened with horror as he brought his other hand up to clutch the wound.

I ignored the pain in my shoulder and pivoted around Juliette to aim my left pistol at the other two cops. I felt their bullets brush by my left cheek with a whispered promise before I aimed the pistol at the one on the left. She tried to duck under my shot, but she couldn’t dodge quick enough, and the hunk of lead made a clean hole in her skull above her left eye.

The last asshole shot again, and the air fled my lungs as if someone kicked me in the chest. His bullet shredded my right lung, but my next bullet shredded his heart, and the man died before he could put another bullet in me.

“Shit!” Juliette cursed as I started to topple over. Her hands grabbed under my right armpit, and I let out a growl of hot agony as she pulled me upright.

“You hit?” I hissed as I turned my pistols toward the entrance. The men out front had to have heard the gunshots, but they weren’t running inside. I guessed that they were on the take also, and they must have figured the gunshots were their friends putting an end to Juliette and me.

“No. You jumped in the way of every bullet. Do you have a death wish?”

“I heal fast,” I wheezed. I could already feel the injury in my shoulder itching like crazy and the bullet in my chest squirm against my reforming lungs. I’d heal faster if I were in my shifted form, and I considered changing as soon as we got Eve out of prison.

Juliette was still supporting me, and she grunted as she pulled me toward the door.

“I don’t see anyone,” she said as she cracked open the door.

“Front door!” I shouted as one of the cops poked his head through. I didn’t know for sure if he was on the take, but he looked at the dead bodies of the other three crooked cops, looked at Juliette, and then reached for his pistol.

My bullet hit him in the chest and sent him spinning out of the front lobby. I half expected the other three of them to come rushing in, but Juliette had finished opening the thick door, and she yanked me into the hallway. Then she pushed the hunk of metal closed and threw the lock.

“We need to get you to the medical--” she began to say.

“No. I’ll be fine. We need Eve,” I growled as I pointed down the hallway.

“Fine. I get it, she’s very beautiful.”

“Not the time to be jealous,” I said as we stumbled down the empty hallway together. It was getting easier to breathe, and I didn’t think the wound in my shoulder could possibly itch more.

The monster in my DNA was screaming for release.

“My bitterness overflows when I haven’t smoked,” she grunted.

“How long has it--” I started to ask, but one of the doors a meter or so ahead of us opened, and a security officer stepped out.

The man carried a stack of small vials that were all wired together with copper cables and clear tubes. The man’s eyes opened wide when he saw us, but they closed when my pistol bullet took him in the skull. His brains splattered across the wall next to us, and the man’s corpse stumbled backward in a death spasm.

“A couple of hours,” Juliette said as she let go of my arm and picked up the explosive device. It had a digital dial on the front of it, and she twisted the top part. It made a loud beep that made my heart jump into my chest, but then the display darkened.

“Shit!” I gasped when she shot me a shit eating grin.

“I know. I normally smoke every half an hour. I am extra bitter,” Juliette said as she put the deactivated explosive under her right arm.

“I was talking about the bomb,” I said.

“I’ve seen these plenty of times. Easy enough to disarm if we can find them.” Juliette pointed down the hallway where we were walking. “I think it’s safe to assume that most of my men are traitorous fucks. Maybe I should have been nicer to them? Whatever. There is too much at stake now. Shoot to kill.” She began to walk again, and I was able to follow her now without her support.

“Where is Eve?” I asked.

“Two floors down. Stairs are at the end of the hall,” Juliette answered. We passed a few more closed doors, and the woman tested each one to make sure they were locked.

“We’ll have to evacuate,” she said. “There is just too much to search.”

“No. We can figure it out. I believe you have direct interface to the stations’ external security cannons?”

“They want to take these places out so their ships can dock without getting attacked.”

“The auto targeting measures are one aspect. There are also manual cannons. They haven’t been used in thirty years.”

“Where are those?” I asked as we reached the door marked stairs.

“Bottom floor of each security station,” she said, and her face grimaced. “We’ll be really fucked if they take out each of the stations.”

“Yeah. They have a good plan. They just didn’t count on us,” I said as we pushed open the door to the stairwell. The area smelled of cold concrete and fresh paint, but as we descended the stairs, I began to taste another scent on the air.

It smelled like blood.

“How are you still walking? What the fuck are you?” Juliette asked after we descended one level.

“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “One more floor?”

“Yes,” she said. Then we heard a door open below and we each swung our pistols down the center of the stairwell so that we could get a shot off.

“No! No! Noooooo!” a man screamed. He was wearing the standard security uniform, but he was covered with blood and held his hand against his throat. His other hand carried a taser, and he pointed it into the hallway.

“What the--” Juliette hissed, but then the man screamed again, pushed the taser under his chin, and then electrocuted himself into unconsciousness.

I felt you return to the station, my Adam.

I heard Eve’s voice in my mind half a moment before she stepped into the stairwell and looked up at us. She was still dressed in the flight suit she wore when we left Persephone two days ago, but she was covered with blood. It almost looked like she had jumped into a pool full of the liquid and just stepped out. It dripped from her hair, her chin, and her fingertips onto the concrete floor like a macabre rainfall.

“Are you hurt?” I gasped.

“No. These men intend to blow up the station and kill many innocents,” she said. “It is their blood.”

“How the fuck did you get out of your cell?” Juliette demanded.

“Put away your gun,” I told the redhead. Her hands were shaking, and the fear on her pretty face was real.

“No. She’s--”

“I left one of them alive down here. We can question him and find the locations of the explosives they planted in the station. I’ve found three already and disarmed them.” Eve pointed through the doorway where she came from and then took a step out of the stairwell.

“Wait!” Juliette shouted down to the lower floor, but Eve was already gone. The security officer turned to me, and her eyes narrowed. “Who is she? Who are you? What the fuck is going on?”

“You want to interrogate us or save Queen’s Hat?” I asked. She didn’t answer immediately, so I walked around her and descended the stairs.

Juliette followed me.

The hallway of the jail area looked similar to Eve. The smooth concrete walls on the left were splattered with blood, the first sets of bars on the right were also covered with crimson, and it looked like someone glued dripping guts to the ceiling.

The bodies of five cops were flung throughout the hallway like forgotten dolls. Eve was at the far end of the hall kneeling next to one of the men, and I walked around the corpses to stand by her side.

“How many bombs?” the bloody woman asked the man. He had a bullet wound in his gut, and his ashen face was twisted with agony.

“Fuck. Youuuuu,” he growled.

“There are sixteen. Eight on the lower levels where the security interface is, four in this level where the prisoners are kept, and four more on the top floor to kill the Parliamentary auditors.”

“How did you--” Juliette began to ask when she stood beside us, but Eve raised a hand to silence her.

“There is one more on this floor. We should find it, then the eight down below, and then the three remaining on the main level.”

“Does he know where the one is on this floor?” I asked as I gestured to him with my pistol.

“Yes. That way.” She pointed in the opposite direction of the stairs. “There is an electrical panel about forty-five meters down near the showers.”

“I’ll go get it,” Juliette said as she stepped away.

“We will wait here,” I said. The redhead nodded at me, and then she ran toward the next set of double doors that broke up the jail hallways.

“I missed you,” Eve and I both said in unison as soon as Juliette was out of earshot. The vampire woman smiled at me and then stood.

“I’m covered with blood, but I wish to hug you.” she frowned and looked down at her body.

“I am too. I keep getting shot.” I pulled her to my chest and wrapped my arms around her shoulders.

“I knew you would come back,” she whispered.

“I’ll never leave you.”

“I know. Do not be angry at Juliette. She has had a rough life. She does not understand we are kindred spirits, and I did not have an opportunity to explain it to her.”

“If you can forgive her then I will,” I said as I squeezed Eve a bit tighter to my chest. It was still difficult to breathe, and my chest ached terribly, but my shoulder was feeling much better.

“We have much to do, but then we will talk about Z,” Eve said, and I felt my heart miss a beat.

“Yeah. I don’t know what happened, but you--”

“I know your thoughts and emotions.” She reached up to touch my cheek with her bloody fingers. “I do not feel betrayed. If anything, I am happy.”

“Uhhh. Why are you happy? Most women would be--”

“I am not most women. I am all women, and you are all men.” She pulled away from me a bit, and I stared into her red eyes.

“I don’t understand--”

“I got it!” Juliette ran through the double doors with the deactivated bomb in her hand. She still held the other one under her right arm, and she looked at Eve with a bewildered expression on her face. “How did you know?”

“I can read minds,” Eve answered with a shrug.

“No. really. How did you know?”

“Adam reminds you of your father and brother,” Eve said as she pointed to me. “You lost them in the Yitarni War when insurgents tried to take possession of your family’s farmstead. Your mother and two sisters were sold into slavery, but you escaped and tried to rescue them. Your first attempt failed, and you lost the team you hired, the second attempt was successful, but they’d been given hitaron drugs to ensure their loyalty. You couldn’t get any of it in time, and they all died from withdrawals. Then you--”

“Stop,” the redhead growled, and she dropped the two clusters of tubes as she raised her pistol toward Eve. The bombs bounced off the concrete with a sickening crack, and my stomach lurched.

“You will not find the explosives if you shoot me,” Eve said. “I am on your side.”

“Put the gun down,” I growled at Juliette as my beast screamed to be released.

“How do you know that? How the fuck do you know that?” Juliette blinked rapidly as she spoke, and I could see that her gun arm was shaking.

“As I said, I read minds. You have trouble pushing your painful memories away. You re-live them every day. You blame yourself. It was not your fault that--”

“Shut up,” Juliette hissed. “Who told you? Is there a file somewhere on me? Was it--”

“There are fourteen more bombs,” Eve said as she raised her hand to stop me from moving toward Juliette. “I will tell you more after we disarm them and stop Nebula Gammon. You want to save Queen’s Hat. So do Adam, Z, and I.”

A few tense seconds passed as Juliette and Eve stared at each other. Both women were tall, not as tall as Z, but about the same one hundred and eighty centimeters, so neither had to look down at the other. It was taking all of my willpower to keep from changing, and I didn’t know if I could hold back for much longer.

Then Juliette lowered her gun.

“You’ll tell me after this?” she asked.

“Yes,” Eve answered with a slight smile. Her expression looked horrific because of all the blood on her face, but the other woman didn’t seem put off by it.

“Let’s find the bombs,” Juliette said with a sigh. “Where did you stash the other three you said you disarmed?”

“There are lockers in the room there,” Eve said as she pointed to a door down the hallway a bit.

“Got it,” Juliette ran to the door, opened it, walked inside, and then returned ten seconds later without the bombs.

“Adam,” Eve said as soon as Juliette returned. “There are five men down below placing the explosives.”

“I understand,” I said as the beast in my stomach roared up from my stomach.

My chest swelled against the expensive suit I wore, my legs bulged and pushed against my pants. Every disc in my back popped when my spine elongated, but then they reformed around the joints. My feet cried out in pain when they pushed against my leather dress shoes, but then the stitching broke, and my pawed toes ripped free of the tattered shoe.

“Arrrgghh,” I groaned as I moved my arms forward and felt the seams of the coat rip a bit. Somehow, the suit was still on me, but I imagined it wouldn’t last for more than a few minutes of me fighting in my tiger-man form.

My human teeth popped out of my mouth with a gush of blood, and they clattered to the floor at the same times as the bullet in my chest and shoulder both did. The pain from both of those wounds was now gone, replaced by the hot agony of my transformation and the animal hunger coursing through my blood.

My vision shifted on the color spectrum a bit so that everything had a yellowish-red hue, and my eyes darted between the blood covering Eve and the pulse of blood I saw throb in Juliette’s slender neck.

“Let’s go killlllll them,” I growled as I stumbled toward the door. The tattered shoes were too awkward to walk in, so I reached down and tore them free of my feet with a flick of my retractable finger claws.

I reached the stairwell door and ripped it off its hinges with a push from my hands. The hunk of metal smacked against the railing of the steps and then tumbled down the center space of the stairs with a series of thunderous bounces. The men down below would know I was coming, but I didn’t care. I wanted them to know.

I wanted them to fear.

“Two floors down!” Juliette shouted as I rushed down the stairs ahead of the two women. I grunted a reply, passed the next floor’s door, and then leapt the remaining four sets of stairs. I heard the men down below shouting, probably because of the sound of the door falling, and one of the crooked cops had opened the door to the lower level so he could investigate the noise.

He saw me leap down the stairs, and he opened his mouth to scream. The sound never left his lungs, though. I shoved the pistol in my right hand into his opened maw and pulled the trigger twice. Then I stepped past him into the security room and shot the face off another man who had turned away from his set explosive.

The room looked like a military command bridge of a carrier class vessel. There was a center bullpen of metal cubicle bays with terminals. This area was raised above a small sea of rowed terminals that all faced the main screen. I guessed each of the stations would manually control a plasma cannon, but the room smelled of forgotten dust and old computer parts.

There was movement on the far side of the room, and I ducked behind one of the terminals before the other trio of assholes could aim at me. One was directly across the room and took up a similar place of cover as I had. The other was off to my left, on the other side of the raised control platform in the middle of the vast room. The last was positioned by the front screen of the command center, and he was angling further to my right so he could flank me.

The last one was probably going to be the biggest problem if I stayed in my current position. He’d be able to get a cross-shot angle on me while the first one kept me pinned. These were the kind of problems that were easily solved with a grenade, but I didn’t have any on me, so I just threw my furry bulk over the side of one of the terminals, and angled myself to run to the far side of the room.

The first man shot at me, but I was running much too fast, and his bullets hit the cubicle walls three meters behind me. The second man down by the screen also tried for a shot, but he was a good sixty meters away and shooting upward at an angle. He was just wasting ammo.

I slid behind one of the last terminal stations and then ducked out around the far side of it. My opponent realized I was moving to flank him, so he’d backed around his terminal to get more cover. He leaned around the other side, and we both exchanged shots. They both bounced off the metal we each hid behind, but he ducked back around his cover to avoid my next bullet.

I had hoped he would do that, and I sprang around my terminal wall instead of shooting at him a second time. Then I rushed his position while the man down by the screen cried out a warning. It was too little too late, and I leapt over the wall of the first man’s terminal before he realized I was upon him. My twin pistols barked together, and the bullets tore gaping holes through the top of his skull.

I rolled through my landing, popped up onto my feet, and then jumped down the stairs that connected the various levels of rows in the command center. I leapt toward the man by the screen, and the bullets left his gun like frantic screams of distress. He didn’t expect a giant tiger-man to be charging down at him, and his bullets didn’t come anywhere close to hitting me.

I made a long jump over the row of tables three meters from his position and pulled the triggers of my guns while I was in the air. These pistols were half the caliber size of my usual weapons, and they almost felt like toys in my giant cat hands, but they were accurate, and both of my bullets took the crooked cop in the chest. He tumbled back against the stair railing with a muted cry, and I fired once more to put another pair of bullets in him.

The last man hadn’t shot at me when I charged down toward the screen, so I guessed he intended to flee. My prediction was proven correct a few seconds later when I heard him unleash a blood-curdling scream. Then there were two gunshots, and the scream went silent.

“We are clear up here!” Juliette yelled.

“Clear down herrrrrrree!” I growled back. Then I looked at the feet of the man that I just killed and saw the bomb.

A few minutes later we found the rest and disarmed them. Then we moved back up to the jail floor, and Juliette hid them away in the lockers.

“Three more to do,” she said as soon as we returned to the stairwell and began our climb back up to the main floor.

“There will be more men up here, and they will be ready for us,” Eve said.

“I’ll kill them all,” I growled. Disarming the bombs and hiding them hadn’t been enough activity for the monster in my soul, and it wanted to kill again.

We reached the top level door, and I motioned for the two women to step away while I checked the hallway. I didn’t know what to expect on the other side of the door, but I should have expected what I saw: Ten cops in full battle armor positioned at the far end of the hallway.

“Down!” I yelled as I slammed the door closed. I heard a thwump sound from the other side of the door and wrapped my arms around both of the women.

Then I threw myself down the stairs away from the exploding door.

Juliette shouted as we fell down the stairs, but Eve knew I was trying to protect them, and she wrapped her arms around the flailing redhead so that both stayed in my grip. My shoulders, back, ass, and legs smacked into the sharp edges of the stairs, and then my head collided with the wall at the bottom of the switchback.

The air was filled with smoke, fire, and shouts from the men upstairs. I figured they would either follow up with another shot from their rocket-propelled grenade, or they would throw a few offensive grenades past the destroyed door. Either way, laying here wasn’t going to do the three of us any good.

“Up,” I said as I pushed them from my chest. The women didn’t need much encouragement, and they moved back down the stairs a few steps while I stood. I found one of my dropped pistols at my feet, but I couldn’t see the other one. There was a third in my belt, but the bouncing sound of two grenades interrupted my plans to draw the weapon.

“Eve!” I shouted, but as soon as the words left my mouth, both of the bouncing metal balls reversed their trajectory and launched them back the way they had come.

There were a series of screams from up above, and then twin explosions.

“Good job,” I said as I sprinted up the stairs.

“My pleasure,” Eve replied.

I turned into the smoky hallway and then finished yanking my other pistol out of my belt. The pair of grenades did all the work I intended, and all but two of the armored men appeared to be dead.

Do not kill yet. I can question them.

Eve’s voice came into my mind as I prepared to execute one of the survivors.

“Got it,” I growled and waited for the two women to join me.

“These fucks,” Juliette sighed when she looked at the bodies.

“Know them?” I asked.

“Know them? I’ve worked with them for ten years. Most of them didn’t like me, but I thought I had their respect. I thought they cared about Queen’s Hat enough to want to protect it. They are traitors to their uniform, and the oath we swore to.”

“Not all people can resist the call of money and pleasure,” Eve said.

“I guess not,” Juliette said as she reached into her coat. She pulled out her pack of cigarettes. Looked at them. Looked at us, and then put them back in her coat.

“This one looks the most alive,” I said to Eve as I grabbed one of the men that looked more stunned than injured by the explosions. I yanked his helmet off his head and then sat him upright against one of the walls.

“Do you know about the bombs?” Eve asked the man. She smiled at him, but I could see the anger in her red eyes.

“Fuck. You.” He coughed and then spat on the beautiful woman’s face.

I didn’t even have time to think about my actions. The pistol in my right hand kicked four times, and the man’s head seemed to vaporize.

“Adam,” Eve turned to me and frowned as she wiped the spit from her bloody face.

“Sorrrrrry,” I growled. “Let’s try the other asshole.” I pointed to the other man I thought was alive, but on cue, he coughed, and blood poured out of his mouth.

“Uhhh. That was Briggs. He’s rather dead now,” Juliette said with a sigh. “This level of the station has thirty offices, four bullpens with twenty desks each, and eight interrogation rooms. Finding those three explosives will be like finding a lump of frozen shit in an asteroid belt. There is no way--”

The doors leading from the hallway to the lobby swung open, and Juliette and I pointed our guns down the hall. I had expected more crooked cops in armor, but Byron walked through the door instead.

And he was followed by a swarm of hand sized helicopter-style drones.

“Oi! I heard you have a problem with some bombs? Maybe we can be of assistance?”
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Chapter 17

“You were the fucker that planted them!” Juliette stomped toward Byron with her pistol leveled at his chest. He was wearing the same suit from when he had been shot in the head, and he gave the redhead woman a crooked grin.

“Yeah, girl. I’m a changed man now. I’d like to help.”

“Changed man? Changed man?” Juliette’s face almost matched her hair, and her arm trembled with anger. “You’ve bought half of my security force, dealt drugs, illegally trafficked weapons, murdered people, and committed acts of slavery. Telling me, you are a changed man is--”

“Hey, hey, hey. Listen, Commander Larns, I never did any slave trading. My sister was sold as a slave. I just found out that Huyan Kar was the man who did it, and I put a nice shiny bullet through the space between his ears. Just ask--” Byron pointed at me as he spoke, and then his head tilted a bit. The movement mirrored a human’s look of confusion so closely; I had trouble believing he wasn’t alive. “Mate, there’s something different about you. No, don’t tell me. I wanna figure it out. Is it the suit? Did you get a new suit?”

“Ahhh. I understand,” Eve whispered under her breath, and she shot me a sideways smile. I guessed she couldn’t read his thoughts, and then read mine to get the back story on the bald gangster.

“The shoes? Those look like fuzzy slippers, but that’s not it.” Byron continued. He was actually tapping his chin now, and the drones fixed their camera eyes on me as they hovered behind him. They almost looked like little dragonflies, only they had spinning tops instead of wings.

“Did you see any of the cops you hired at the front of the building or in the lobby?” I asked.

“Naw, Mate. New belt? What am I missing here?”

“Are you fucking kidding?” Juliette groaned. “He’s a walking tiger, and you are under arrest for the--”

“Hey, hey, hey!” The bald man waved his hands and stepped back from the policewoman. “I wanna help you find these bombs. Then I wanna help you stop Nebula Gammon. Arrest me afterward. Okay?”

“Do you know where they are?” Juliette growled her question.

“Yeah, girl. Well, I told them where to put them on this level. One’s in the main bullpen in the front. One’s in your office. One’s--”

“My office?” she seethed.

“Yeah. I thought it was kind of funny yesterday, but now I realize that it might not endear me to you so I--”

“Where are the others?” Eve asked, and the android man seemed to notice her for the first time.

“Oiiii. Hey, girl. You’ve got this whole bloody vampire thing going on. I dunno if I’m aroused of terrified. Let me ask my wanker.” He grabbed his crotch and then tilted his head sideways.

“Where are the other two?” Juliette demanded as she pushed her pistol into the gangster android’s chest.

“One in the evidence room and one in the data server room,” he said to Juliette. Then he pulled his hand off his crotch and looked at Eve. “My wanker says he’d like to try out all your holes. What ya say we get a room after all this is over?”

I growled, and the android looked at me in surprise. “Ahh shit, Mate. She yours also? I need to learn your secrets. Only pretty girls I can get to hang out with me are my sisters, and that’s practically masturbation at this point.”

“The one we already found was heading to evidence,” Juliette said. “I’ll get the one from my office. You,” she pointed at Byron. “Get the one from the bullpen.”

“I can get all of them. You three just wait here.” The bald android moved to walk past us, but Juliette grabbed his arm.

“Nope. You aren’t going anywhere.”

“He’s fine,” I said to the policewoman.

“You trust this asshole? Didn’t you hear the list of crimes that he has committed? You have no--”

“I trust his sisters,” I interrupted her, “and they sent him.” I turned to look at the swarm of floating drones, but I got no reaction from the robots.

“Right oh, Mate. I’ll be back in a flash. You all guard the door in case more of the men that used to work for me realize I’m not gonna pay them. Ha!” The gangster skipped past us, blew Eve a kiss, and then made the first turn down the hallway.

“Z, do you copy?” I said once I fished Persephone’s transponder out of the front pocket of my coat. The thing made a tearing sound every time I moved, and I guessed the stitching in the back was about to disintegrate.

“I copy, Captain,” she said. “I’ve almost cracked the wall between District B and A, but it’s taking forever. I think I can crack the other ones a bit quicker, but I won’t know until I run up against them.”

“How many minutes has it been?” I asked her.

“Uhhh. Seventeen.”

“That’s not going to work,” I groaned. “We won’t give anyone enough time to find the bombs. We need to tell them now.”

“We also have to get the auto turrets on-line so they can defend us against Nebula Gammon,” Juliette reminded me.

“I can’t do both at once,” Z said.

“You said there was a master switch in District H?” I asked Juliette. “How long will it take us to get there?”

“Ten, maybe fifteen,” she said with a smirk. If Baccala’s or Kar’s grunts don’t think that we’ll think about that and have men guarding the outpost.”

“Do you have any shotguns or rifles here?” I asked.

“Yes. We’ve got a small arsenal in the armory,” Juliette’s smirk turned into a full smile. “I think I’ll have to deputize you.”

“Aren’t we already deputies?” I laughed, but it sounded like a growl coming from my cat mouth.

“Now you are.” She winked.

“Z, come to the security station in District B.”

“Got it. I’ll leave--”

“No,” Juliette interrupted me. “It’s too dangerous. Blondie couldn’t hit the broadside of a carrier class ship from two meters away with a shotgun.”

“Hey! You haven’t even seen me shoot! How do --”

“I can tell by the way you fly,” Juliette interrupted the hacker as she looked at Eve. “She’ll need an escort.”

“I am only a bit better at shooting than Z is,” the vampire admitted.

“Okay, I’m not that bad. Why are you guys picking on me--” Z started to say through my transponder, but Juliette ignored her.

“Someone needs to show you where to go in District H, and someone needs to get Blondie here,” the police woman mused. “I can’t be in both places at the same time.”

“Just give me directions. I’ll find it. It is important Z gets here so she can try to get the auto turrets online. If she can’t do that, it’s not going to matter if we stop all the bombs from going off, Nebula Gammon will still take the station,” I said.

“No. You’ve never been. Even if I give you directions, it will take you too long to find it, and if there is anyone guarding the place you are going to have a hard time getting through.”

“Oi!” Byron called out, and we turned around to the android. He was carrying the three bombs, and he wore a large grin on his face. “I know where the outpost is in District H, Mate. I can take you there.”

“It is settled then,” I said as I turned back to Juliette and Eve. “You go get Z and get her back here to fix the auto turrets. Byron and I will manually open the firewalls. Then you’ll communicate with all the commanders of the other stations and your parliament.”

“When we are all gone, the station will be unprotected,” Juliette said.

“My sisters will guard the place with these crafty buggers,” Byron said as he gestured to the swarm of drones. It was hard to count them because they shuffled in the air, but I guessed there were over twenty. “Anyone comes in, and they will shoot them with their little needle guns.

“I’m not sure I like the plan,” Juliette said as she looked back to me, “but if I went with you, I wouldn’t be able to do the last part until we got back.”

“That will take too long. This is the best solution. Thanks for the help, Byron,” I said to the gangster, and he bowed his head a bit.

Juliette pointed down the hallway. “Let’s get us some beefier weapons.”

We followed the police commander down the hall, then made a right at the doorway where we had originally found the crooked cop with the first bomb. Then it was down another empty hallway to a steel door locked with a keypad. Juliette’s fingers danced across the numbers, and the door popped open with a hiss.

It was a damn fine armory.

There were boxes filled with stun batons, shelves stacked with riot shields and helmets, drawers filled with armor, and each of the four walls were covered with rifles, shotguns, pistols, and various taser weapons.

“Take what you want,” Juliette said as she reached for a molded armor chest piece.

I grabbed the largest suit of heavy armor I could find, but the chest piece was almost too small for me. Eve had already slipped into a suit, so she helped me attach the latches of the torso armor, leggings, shoulder pads, arms, and shin guards. We even found a pair of boots that my furry tiger feet were able to fit into. They were somehow a perfect fit, and I guessed from their dusty condition that they must have sat unused in the armory for many years.

Byron was also putting on armor, but he just went with a vest piece and a riot helmet. He shot me a crooked smile when he finished strapping on the chin piece of his helmet, and then we stepped toward the wall of weapons.

“I’ll take this,” I growled as I lifted the meanest shotgun I could see off the wall hanger.

It was about the same size as the one I left on Persephone, but this weapon had two magazines attached to the bottom. It was meant to be loaded with two different types of ammo, probably riot bullets or sandbags, and then the user could toggle between them with the selector button I saw above the magazine release switches.

I grabbed eight magazines and moved to the ammo section of the armory. Most of the bullets there were for riot purposes, but I found some crates of buckshot and aerodynamic solid-slug. I loaded up the eight magazines equally, popped two into the bottom of the shotgun, and then put the rest in the pouches of an ammo harness I found. Then I holstered the two pistols on the harness and put their extra magazines in the rest of the spare pouches.

“I’m ready,” I said to my companions.

Juliette was done loading up her rifle, and she was helping Eve put extra magazines in her belt. Somewhere along the way, my friend must have ducked into a bathroom. The spots where her tight-fitting suit showed under her armor were still covered in blood, but her face was now clean.

Byron slammed a magazine into his own rifle and then pointed to a stack of boxes in the corner. They were grenades.

“Might we have a bit of those bangers?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I tried to laugh, but it came out like a growl.

“Eh, smokers. Better than nothing,” he said as he picked up two.

“Here are some defensive ones,” I said as I passed him two more.

“What does that mean?”

“Less shrapnel, more concussive,” I explained as I attached three of the smokes and three of the defensive grenades to my harness.

“Good enough for me, Mate. There might not be anyone waiting for us, but it never hurts to bring gifts.”

“You said you know where you are going?” Juliette asked Byron as she set her rifle on her shoulder.

“Yeah. I’m gonna take Triumphant up to the border. There’s a side passage I know that goes in through the sewers, but if you’ve got a key card it will--”

Juliette interrupted the bald gangster by holding up a piece of plastic. The android went to grab it, but she jerked it away from him and held it out to me.

“Then what?” she asked him after I took the card.

“Continue on Triumphant for two kilometers or so, then make a left on Marrion. Then a right on… Elizabeth? Is that the one? Has an old Nebula Gammon radio station on the corner?”

“That’s it,” she said. “Station will be on the left. You want to access the command center. It will be on the bottom floor, just like this station. You’ll look for a firewall bypass. Someone must have switched it on. If you need help, use the transponder, and I’ll try to give you directions once you are in there.”

“Got it,” I said as I turned to Byron. The man nodded at me, and then he moved out of the armory.

“Be careful,” I said to Eve before I turned to follow the gangster android.

“You as well.” She smiled at me, and the weapon filled room seemed to brighten a few shades.

Then I ran after the android and out of the police station.
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Chapter 18

“Here’s the door, Mate!” Byron said after we’d run through the streets of District B for ten minutes. It was still early in the morning, and we’d only passed three people walking on the cobblestones. They took one look at me in my tiger-man form, and ducked into the nearest alley.

“Where do I put the key?” I asked as soon as we reached the massive bulkhead. Unlike the graffiti covered door to District H that I saw in District E, this door was painted with a beautiful mural of a mermaid on a beach.

There was a pair of drones from the swarm floating above our heads, and a red laser emerged from one. The red pointer fell on the wall where I originally thought there was just a crack in the brick, and I pushed the plastic card in. Then the bricks lit up with a pair of kanji symbols. I could read the writing well enough, and I pressed the symbol for “up.”

The massive door shuddered, groaned, and then began to lift on ancient hydraulics. As soon as it was a meter off the ground, the android and I rolled under it and continued our run. The two drones followed us, and I wondered which twin was piloting them.

“This place used to be nice. I don’t understand why they didn’t re-occupy it after Nebula Gammon was kicked out,” the android said. He wasn’t breathing heavily from our run, so I picked up the pace a bit.

“They’d probably have to remove all the signage and demolish some of the buildings,” I growled as I pointed at one of the passing structures that said Nebula Gammon Corporate Apartment Building #1. It was getting hard to talk because I had been in my shifted tiger-man form for too long. I could feel the rage bubbling in my stomach.

“We’ll turn up here, Mate,” he said at the next dark corner. It would have been impossible for me to see anything here with normal human eyes, but my cat eyes were far superior now, and I could make out a distant glow in the streets ahead. It provided enough light to guide my feet down the smooth streets.

“Stop,” I commanded after another minute of running. I had heard something up ahead of us, and I motioned for the android to duck behind an alleyway corner with me.

“Buggers. I see them,” he said after a moment. There were four men carrying rifles up on the corner of the next street. They were backlit by something, and I guessed it was the central security station.

“I’ll work around up this way,” I growled as I pointed back into the alley. “You go around the other side of the street. I’ll try to take them out with my clawwwws so it is quiet, but if I can’t, you’ll nnnneeeeeed to take a shot.”

“Sure, Mate. You okay? Sounding kind of more cat than man since we got into District H.”

“I’m fine,” I hissed. Then I moved back into the alley and tried to push up past the four men’s position.

The scent of the men helped me keep tabs on my position as I snuck through the dark alley, and I ended up coming out exactly where I wanted on the main street. The group of men were now pinched between Byron and me, and I could approach from the darker side of the street.

I darted across the lanes so I was on the same side of the street as them. I knew that I made a little noise when I ran in my boots, but I didn’t think the other men heard me. One of them did look over from his conversation, but I’d made my crossing where the street was dark, and the man just shrugged and then turned back to his companions’ discussion.

“What you gonna do with your credits?” one of the men asked.

“I’m going to get a bunch of Pow-Pow and buy some girls from District C. Some of the olive-skinned ones that will do anything for a bit of R-credit. Know what I mean?”

The other men laughed, and then they all spoke at once about their plans. Their excited voices were a perfect cover for my own movements, and I managed to get into the shadow of an abandoned building five meters away without any of the four noticing my presence. I looked to my left and saw the front of the central security station. Light poured from the front windows and into the dark street like a glass of spilled milk, but I didn’t see any other men patrolling inside the lobby.

I also didn’t see Byron on the other side of the four assholes, but I was only going to need him if something went wrong. I took a few quick breaths, moved the strap of my shotgun so the weapon hung against my back, and then sprang out from behind cover with my claws extended from my fingers.

I made it to the group before any of them noticed me, and I ended the closest one with a slash across his throat. The other three men gasped when their faces were sprayed with the man’s blood, and the second one died when my claws ripped his head from his shoulders.

“What the--” the third man started to say, but I grabbed his throat with my left hand and then shoved my pointer and middle fingers into the eye sockets of the last one. My claws found his brain and his dying body spasmed as he tumbled to the road. I jerked my left arm back and snapped the neck of the third man, and then I cast his body aside like a broken toy.

“Oi! You’re one mean bugger, aren’t ya, Mate?” Byron said as he stepped from the shadows.

“Yesssss,” I hissed as I fought against the roar that was trying to escape my throat. It must have been thirty minutes now, and I didn’t know how much longer I could stay in this form without losing myself. I wanted to keep running. To keep killing.

“You got a human tongue in there? Or a big old tiger one?” Byron asked as he tried to peer into my mouth. I growled at him and then pointed to the front of the station.

“Looks like a tiger one. I bet all the ladies love it when you--”

“Let’s ggggggooo,” I said as I brought my shotgun out from behind my back and stepped up to the front door of the station. The door swung open with my foot, and I swept the lobby to make sure I wasn’t missing anyone hiding behind the corners. Even though the lights were on, all of the various waiting room chairs and tables were turned over, and it was obvious this place hadn’t been visited in dozens of years.

Byron let out a soft whistle, and I turned to see the armored man nod to the door. I moved to kneel near the side of the door that would open. I heard conversation and footsteps approaching and figured the men on the other side didn’t know we were waiting here.

I nodded to Byron, he pushed open the door, and my shotgun barked twice as it sent buckshot into the unarmored bodies of the suited men. My attack caught them completely by surprise, and it looked as if they had been walking toward the lobby as they spoke to each other.

“Now they know we are here, Mate,” Byron said with a shrug.

“Good,” I growled. “They will be afraid.”

“Hey, that’s a real positive attitude you’ve got,” he said as he followed me into the hallway. I heard shouting coming from one of the side hallways, and I twisted my shotgun around the corner and fired my weapon without even bothering to aim. The choke on my gun wasn’t especially wide, but the men were a good twenty meters away, and my buckshot tagged two of the four men who were trying to move for cover.

I squeezed the trigger twice more and sprayed the cubicles the men were trying to hide behind. I guessed that I’d hit another one of the men where he hid, but my pellets weren’t penetrating the metal where the other two were. I toggled the gun over to slugs, and then fired four of them into the terminals. The men screamed, and I saw plenty of blood splatter against the far walls.

If they weren’t dead, I’d done enough damage to make them wish they were.

“You’re quite good with that boomstick, eh?” Byron asked as I swung back into the main hallway.

“I’m ggggood at killinggg people.”

“Yeah, Mate. I can tell. Made a good call hiring you, I did. Although, it wasn’t really me. Kasta’s sweet on you. Paula is too, but she’s all shy about saying that stuff.”

“Keep movinggg,” I growled as I jogged down toward the end of the hallway. The pair of drones were kind of in my way, but they floated above me as I ran through their position.

I reached the stairs and heard the elevator ding next to me. I toggled my weapon back to buckshot and then kneeled down as low as I could get without going prone. Byron followed my example, and we both opened fire as soon as the double metal doors opened.

There were six men inside with their pistols drawn, but our bullets tore through them as if they were made of paper. Only one of them had time to scream, but it was the anguished sound of someone who knew he was about to die.

“There can’t be much more of them, eh?” Byron asked as he gestured to the blood-soaked elevator.

“Stairs,” I said as I reloaded both of my shotgun magazines. Then I moved to the door next to the elevator and propped it open with a massive boot.

The stairwell was clear, but I still waited a few seconds for anyone below me to poke their head out. There was either no one there, or no one brave enough to lean out and shoot up through the stairwell center, so I continued down the steps.

“So, anyways, Mate. We’d like to come with you when you leave Queen’s Hat,” Byron whispered.

“Why?” I growled as I leaned over the side again with my shotgun.

“Like sis said, nothing for us here. We put the dead in Huyan Kar. So there isn’t much else to do.”

“There are otherrr people who need help. Don’t you have a lot of money from your illegal operrrrrrations? You could help them here.”

“Yeah, Mate, but there are also some bad memories here. You get it, eh? We’ve never been off Queen’s Hat. Would be nice to walk on a planet, or see another star system. Maybe we can settle somewhere else one day. I can open up a gambling hall or a race track on some backwater planet and live like an emperor!”

“What about your sssisterrrrr?”

“They want to go, with you preferably. As I said, they are sweet on--”

“No. The one who wassss kiddddddnapped.” There was one more level to go, and I had my sights set on the door where I expected a bunch of armed men to flood out of it and begin shooting up at us.

“Mate, she’s not coming back. She’s lost to the stars. Just like all of humanity. We are drifting forever. Lost explorers who have forgotten our home.” I was surprised by the sudden sadness in the gangster android’s voice, and I turned to look at him. His face was contorted in an expression so agonizingly human, it made me wonder if I imagined him really being a machine.

“But if she does?”

“She won’t. Please, Mate. Let us come with you. We’ll pay our way. I’m a fucking scumbag. A real piece of shit, ya know? But they are wonderful. They will be safe with you.”

“I’ll thinkkkk about it. Weeee neeeeed to gggget out of this first,” I said as we reached the door leading to the security control center. Damn. It was getting really hard to talk, and the android’s conversation was making me unreasonably angry.

“Got it, Mate. I’ll get the door,” he moved to the hunk of steel and grabbed the handle. I nodded at the bald android, and he kicked it open as I swung around the corner with my shotgun ready.

I got a single shot off before I had to duck back around the corner. The door, metal rails, and brick steps of the stairwell opposite the door were suddenly filled with a rain of hot bullets. The group of men in the command center were stationed behind a mobile police barrier, and I’d missed hitting any of them with my shotgun blast.

“How many?” Byron shouted over the spray of bullets that came through the door between us.

“More than twwwwwweeeenty!” I growled as I grabbed a defensive grenade from my belt. It appeared as if they had a light machine gun mounted to the top of the barrier, and we weren’t going to be able to make any progress unless we got rid of it.

There was a gap in the stream of bullets, and I tossed the grenade through the door toward the barrier. It wasn’t the best of throws, but the men shouted when the small explosive bounced toward them. As soon as it went off, I pulled out a smoke grenade and tossed it in afterward. Byron mirrored my movement with one of his own smoke grenades, and the men in the control center started to shout.

Byron moved to run in the door, but I pushed him back a moment before another stream of machine gun fire poured through the door between us. The android’s eyes opened wide with surprise, and I held up the palm of my furry hand to command him to wait.

Then the stream of machine gun fire stopped, and I pointed before I dove through the smoky door.

The command center was filled with gray soup, and I immediately dove to the left to hide behind some of the terminals I had glimpsed there. The smoke was hurting my sensitive nose and eyes, but I could get an understanding of where the enemies were because of my sensitive ears. I didn’t want to risk shooting them until I got behind the machine gun barrier, so I started to crawl in that direction.

I heard some non- machine gunshots, but I didn’t know if they were coming from Byron’s rifle or one of the enemy guns. Then a few bullets smashed into the terminals above me, and I forced my body to lie still for a few moments.

“Oi! You sassy buggers! I can smell the shit in your diapers!” Byron shouted. It sounded like he was on the other side of the command center, and I heard a bunch of guns retort around me.

I started my crawl again and then heard the machine gun piss its bullets from what sounded like two meters away from me. They were shooting toward Byron, so I crawled toward the group of men behind the barrier.

There were four of them. Each wore heavy military looking armor and the three not on the machine gun carried carbines. I pressed my finger on the switch to ensure that I was firing slugs and then stood from my crawl.

I squeezed the trigger four times as I cycled through the men. My first slug took the head off the machine-gunner with a spray of red that mixed with the smoke. My second slug divided the chest of the man to his right in half. The third punched the man so hard; his body tumbled back over the barrier and was swallowed by the smoke. The last slug tore the man in half, and his legs continued to stand for a few moments after the upper half of his body rolled away.

I guessed where Byron was from his shot, and I had an approximate idea of the other men's locations based off their shots, so I grabbed the handle of the light machine gun and strangled the trigger.

Bullets poured from the barrel of the machine gun and punched through the smoke like drills. The smoke swirled around the path of bullets as if it was a liquid whirlpool, and I managed to get a clean look at where the rounds landed. The metal spray tore through an armored man, then another, then another, and then I started to lose count of the bodies I punched through with the stream.

Then the gun clicked, and I looked down to see that I’d run out of the belt.

I ducked down behind the machine gun cover, held my shotgun, and listened for the sound of anyone alive. I didn’t hear anyone speak, or moan, or cry out in agony, and I began to believe I’d killed them all.

“Byron?” I called out through the still air. I half expected my voice to draw more gunfire, but no one shot at me.

“Yeah, Mate?” he sounded as if he was on the other side of the large command room.

“Youuuu okkkkay?” I growled.

“Never been better,” he said, but then he coughed, and I guessed the android was actually hurt.

“I’ll come to yooouuu,” I said as I stood from behind the barrier. There was still a bunch of smoke in the room, but it was clearing a bit, and I didn’t see any movement.

But I did see the outline of a bunch of armored bodies.

I moved cautiously through the terminals and around the raised area of the command center. There was no other movement through the thinning smoke, and I started to think that I’d killed all opponents.

“Here, Mate,” he said, and I moved to the terminal he was hiding behind.

“You said you werrrreee okay,” I growled. The android had taken a bullet through his stomach, and green fluid was leaking out onto the metal tile.

“This?” he asked as he pointed at his belly. “It’s nothing, Mate. I had my head blown off before. Oi, help me stand though! My legs aren’t working that well.”

“Alright,” I said as I grabbed onto his shoulders to hoist him up.

“Watch the green stuff. It’s artificial stomach acid.”

“Huh?” I asked as I brought him to his feet.

“Yeah, Mate. I can eat and drink. I’m just like a human, but more charming, and I smell better. Ha!”

“We need to find this swwwwwitch,” I growled.

“It’s probably in the center part.” He pointed to the raised command center. It rose out of the smoke like a building climbing out of fog.

I pulled Byron toward it, and we ascended the steps to reach the platform. I set him in a chair while I looked at the cluster of ten terminals. I didn’t see anything obvious on the control pads, so I reached into my pocket to pull out my transponder.”

“Z and Juliette, I’m in the command center. I don’t see this switch.”

“Look… red… behind… main… station…” the policewoman’s voice was choppy, and I guessed our position deep under the security station was causing interference with the signal.

“Shitttt!” I smashed my fist against one of the forgotten terminals, and the desk broke in half. “How are weeeeee going to find it?”

“You okay mate? Seem a little upset,” Byron said.

“Noooo. I’m fineeee,” I growled as I forced my anger down into my chest. Damn. It was hard to tell if the edges of my vision were getting darker because of the lack of lighting in the command center, the smoke, or because I was slipping into the madness of the beast that lived inside of me.

Then a red dot distracted me. It was on the terminal to my left, and I felt my anger abate as I watched it move across the surface of the control keys. I walked over to it and then went to touch it with my hand. But before I could grab it, the red dot twisted to my left. Excitement filled my senses, and I moved to try and get it again. This time the dot seemed to jump off the terminal and land on the floor next to me.

I dove to the ground, but the damn thing was too quick, and it escaped my paws before I could capture it. I watched the dot move ahead of me down the stairs of the central platform, and I gave chase after it.

The dot danced through terminals, climbed up a wall for a meter, and then came back around behind the main platform. I had forgotten about the bombs, the switch, and the wounded android sitting on the chair. Nothing else mattered but catching this fucking red dot.

It rested on a smooth metal wall by a set of switches, and I stalked it carefully before I got close enough to snatch it. Before my paw could close around it, the red dot disappeared, and my hand grasped the metal handle of a large throw switch.

Byron burst into laughter, and I looked up to see the bald gangster leaning over the side of the platform. His mirth brought me back to my senses, and I looked again at the handle I held in my hand. The sign above it said Security Firewall, and it was in the ON position.

“Mate, you should have seen yourself. You looked like a housecat chasing after a toy. Oi! I don’t think I could laugh any harder.” He was practically sobbing with hysterical laughter, and I found myself smiling.

“I hope my sisters made a video of that,” he said as he pointed up above my head. I followed his finger to see the two drones hovering three meters above me. Both of them winked their lasers on and off, and I found myself chuckling with the android man.

“I’ll throw this,” I said as I pulled the switch down. I expected there to be a noise, or an alarm, or any sort of change in the light color of the red switch, but it still had the On light illuminated.

“Z, I flipped the swwwwtich. Is the firewall gone?” I asked through the transponder.

“No. I… Still… there… flip… it?” she answered.

“I don’t think it worked, Mate,” Byron said with a sigh.

“Why?” I growled as I looked down from the switch. There was a thick piece of metal conduit leading from the box that the switch was on, and my eyes chased it to the far wall.

Where it had apparently been shot by a large caliber machine gun round.

“Shit,” Byron and I both said at the same time.

“Oi! Take me over there so I can look at it!” he demanded.

I jumped up to the railing, flipped over it, scooped the android gangster up in my arms, and then jumped down. We made it to the far wall in a few seconds, and one of the floating drones turned on a small flashlight to illuminate the cut conduit.

There was a pair of five-centimeter-wide cables inside. One of them was completely severed by a bullet, but the other one was intact.

“This thing probably powers a main switch computer for the firewalls. The light is on at the switch, so this is the return power. You’ll need to find some cable, Mate. Then we can join them together and throw the switch again.”

“Wherrrree?” I growled as I looked around the smoky command center.

“Any of the terminals should have some. See if you can bust them open!”

“Adam… Are… Hurry… time… Switch… Please!” Z’s voice came through the transponder, but I was only catching every second or third word.

I moved to the nearest terminal and dug my claws into the top of the desk. The metal peeled away like an inexpensive can of tuna, and I looked into the innards of the computer.

“I don’t see any cables, just short plug wires,” I said.

“Let me see one,” he replied, and I tore a handful out to show him.

“Naw, Mate. Those are clear fiberglass for shooting binary signal lasers through. They won’t conduct electricity. Try another.”

I moved to the next desk and ripped it open. It also had the short fiberglass cables there were only a few millimeters thick. I went to another, and another, but none of them were wired with the thick kind of cable that looked like they could hold an electrical current.

I roared with frustration and ripped one of the terminals out of the metal ground. The massive desk would have been impossible for me to lift while I was in my human form, but it felt almost like it was a child’s toy when I was in this enraged state. I glanced at the bottom of the desk joint brace where it met the ground and expected to see a power cable of some kind, but there was only a straight jack into the metal ground.

My claws dug into the joints of the tile, and I peeled back the metal on the ground. Underneath was another long cluster of fiberglass lines, and I yanked them out with another cry of frustration.

“Yeah, Mate. They use light pulses to send the signals to the central computers in the base of the station. Makes it easier to update the whole thing at once.”

“I’ll go backkkk upstairs and find some caaaable,” I growled.

“Naw.” Byron sighed. “I don’t think you’ll find any, and there isn’t time.” The man took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a second.

“What--” I started to speak, but the man raised up his hand and beckoned to me.

“Mate, do you think redemption is possible for anyone?” Byron blinked his eyes a few times.

“Yesss,” I hissed, and I thought about deserting the Marines and my time in the Yakuza.

“Maybe I’ll see her on the other side,” the man smiled and then looked at the floating drones. I saw a single tear drop from his right eye and slide down his chin.

“What are you--”

“I’ll hold both sides of the cable, and you flip the switch again,” he said as he grabbed one of the metal ends poking out of the conduit.

“No! I’ll go get some--”

“Mate, you aren’t going to find any, and a lot of people are going to die. You’ll let my sisters on your ship? They are good girls. I did all the bad stuff so they wouldn’t have to.”

“Can you pop your harddddd drrrrrive out? Then they can rebuild--”

“Naw. No time. Have to take my skull apart. This is the end. I’m fine with it, as long as you let them come with you.”

“I will,” I said with a sigh.

“And you’ll take care of them?”

“Yessss,” I growled.

“Good.” He leaned into me, and I mirrored his movement so he could whisper his last words. “So Kasta, she likes it up and down. Vertical like. Paula likes it in slow circles. Clockwise. Got it?” He smirked at me as he held two of his fingers up. He wiggled them and let out a short laugh, but another tear dripped down from his right eye.

“What are you talkingggg about?” I growled.

“It’s not incest. I’m not really their brother. It’s more like using a vibrator. Ha!” He laughed and then pointed at the switch. “Go flip it, Mate. Time’s a wasting.”

“Are you--”

“Just fucking do it! And take care of them. You promised!” he shouted at me and then pointed at the drones. “I’ll tell her when I see her!”

Byron grabbed the other end of the cable.

I flipped the switch up and back down again.

Byron didn’t scream as the electricity fried his body. He didn’t shout or make any movement. The android maintained his grip on both ends of the cable as his skin, flesh, and metal bones all began to bubble and melt together. He smoked like a piece of charcoal, and then his body began to lose its shape.

The switch next to me flipped to a green color, and it read OFF instead of ON.

“Z, did that, do it?” I asked as I walked over to Byron’s smoldering body.

“Yes! We… Districts… Juliette… Talk… You… Back?”

“Yeah, but it will justttt be meee,” I growled as I looked at the smoldering corpse. “Byron gave his life to save the station.”

The melted android’s goopy hands finally came free of the cable, and he slumped to the floor. I didn’t think anyone would be able to use the switch again to activate the firewalls, and it was quite possible that millions of people now owed their life to a vulgar android gangster.

“I hope you meet her in the afterlife,” I whispered to the smoking corpse.
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Chapter 19

The drones followed me out of the command center, up the flights of stairs, and through the lobby of abandoned security station. I expected to find more armed insurgents on the way out, but I saw nothing but the corpses of the men I just killed. I contemplated searching each one for R-credits, but my blood was throbbing through my skull, my muscles were screaming, and it felt as if the beast was trying to break my brain so that it could consume me.

I’d been in this form for far too long, and each step made me thirst for more blood, violence, and destruction. The beast wanted to run wild through the station so it could kill, feast, and fuck. It was everything my human brain wasn’t, but I was losing the war against the monster.

I made it to the opened gate between District H and B before the spasms rippled through my stomach and shoulders. I flopped onto the ground and tried to focus on the sounds of the ocean. I’d never been to Earth, but I had seen enough videos of the seas there, and the white sandy beaches. The thoughts of it normally pulled me out of my shifted form.

But the monster was resisting the mantra. It screamed against my efforts to put it back in the mental cage I built for it, and I could feel my arms begin to tingle.

“Nooo!” I growled as I felt the bones of my arms elongate. Terror filled my mind as I realized I wasn’t changing back into my normal body. I was shifting the other direction.

I was turning into an actual tiger.

“Noooo!” I growled again, and I saw the thumb on that hand start to shorten. Fuck me. I’d stayed too long in this state. The creature controlled my body now, and it would soon keep me locked in the cage of its stomach like I kept it imprisoned.

Or it would kill me.

I rolled over onto my stomach and kicked the ground with the toe of my boot. I tried to think about the ocean waves and the wind through the palm trees, but I couldn’t hear the breeze. I could only hear the snarling of the tiger.

I was the one making the noise. My screeches were filling the street, and I saw the backlit shapes of people peering out of the windows of their apartment buildings. Soon I would run into their homes. I would kill them and feast on their terror. The monster didn’t care, it just wanted dominance and death.

Adam. I am here.

Eve’s voice brought the sea waves into my mind, and I let out a painful gasp. The creature in my soul was confused by the intrusion, and it toggled between an angry growl and a purr of pleasure. It liked the vampire woman’s voice, but it didn’t want her to keep it from taking control.

You are a man. An honorable man. You don’t want to kill those people in the buildings.

“No,” I gasped, and I felt my hand start to shift back painfully so that I had an opposable thumb.

“You want to help the innocent. Save the beast in your soul for the evil men and women we will encounter.” She was standing a few feet from me now, but I couldn’t look up from the pain pulsing from my cramping stomach.

“It… hurts,” I curled up into a ball and felt the monster try and shift my leg joints around so that they were no longer fit for bipedal movement.

“It is a tool you have mastered. It is not a monster. It is a part of you,” Eve whispered and took a step toward me.

“Noooo. I’ll hurt you.” I gasped and tried to roll away from the vampire woman’s legs.

“All the parts of your broken soul love me. As I love you. The beast wants the same as you, it just bucks against your control. Just as you buck against its anger. Accept it is there, and think of the oceans that calm you.”

I thought again about the waves. I thought of the trees. I thought of the wind.

I pictured the sun setting across the waters. I imagined walking barefoot through the sand at dusk. I stepped into the waves and felt them splash against me as the spasms of agony tore into my stomach. My walk carried me deeper into the warm waves, and each step meant fewer waves and more embrace from the water.

Then the pain went away, and I was floating in the endless warm ocean watching the sun descend into darkness.

“Good.” Eve’s voice was a warm caress over my ear, and I opened my eyes to stare up into her beautiful face. The slight yellowish-red tint was gone from my vision, and I raised my arm up to look down at my hand. I was human again, but it felt like my arm weighed eighty kilograms, and I could only hold it up for a second.

“Thank you,” I whispered to her. It was hard to move my lips, and my eyelids were beyond heavy. I needed to sleep for a year.

“You are welcome, as always.” It sounded like she was smiling when she spoke, but I couldn’t force my eyes open.

“Can you walk?” she asked.

“No. So. Tired.”

“You have to walk, my love. When I left the security station. Juliette was in communication with the other district’s security commanders. Some of them did not believe her.”

“That’s a problem,” I said as I tried to force my eyelids open. If Juliette’s peers didn’t search for the bombs, then their stations would be destroyed. Not only would a bunch of innocent people die, but it would probably hurt the automated turrets that protected Queen’s Hat Station from invaders.

It could mean District B’s cannons would be the only defense against Nebula Gammon’s armada.

My eyes finally opened, and I stared at Eve’s beautiful face again.

“Rise, warrior. There are more battles to fight. As long as we have breath, we will defend those who need us. It is the promise I made to the universe, and the promise you made to me.” I didn’t know if she said the words aloud or in my mind, but it didn’t matter. I heard them, and I rolled my head off her lap so I could push my aching body upright.

Damn, did I ache. Every muscle felt as if I had ripped it into pieces. Every joint felt as if I had arthritis. Every millimeter of my skin felt as if it was recovering from a second degree burn. My eyelids felt like sandpaper, and they tore across my dry eyeballs every time I blinked. My brain felt as if I hadn’t slept in two weeks, and a migraine pulsed through my temples.

“I will help you walk,” Eve said as she slid her shoulders under my right arm. I was too tired to be prideful, and I let her support me as we walked down the darkened streets of the station.

“How much longer until the bombs?” I whispered. My head rolled back on my shoulders, and I caught a glimpse of the two drones who accompanied Byron and me into District H.

“Not long, maybe fifteen minutes. I heard your words across the transponder, and I knew you were in danger. I left Z and Juliette so I could come rescue you.”

“My heroine,” I said with a dry chuckle.

“You would do the same for me,” she said with a smile.

“A thousand times,” I said. “Hold on.” A wave of dizziness assaulted me, the muscles in my neck relaxed. My head slumped forward, and I couldn’t keep my eyes open.

“Adam. Adam. Adam,” Eve called my name, and I opened my eyes again. She was still supporting me, but we had somehow almost made it to Juliette’s police station.

“Did you carry me?” I asked.

“Perhaps,” she said with a mysterious smile that showed the points of her fangs.

“Can we talk about Z? I feel as if--”

“No. Not now, my love. I know you want to get it off your chest. There will be time. I already know what is in both of your hearts.”

“But I love you. It’s… I’ve never felt this way about another woman, but then Z and I--”

“Shhh… Later.” Eve looked at me, and she pursed her lips. “Or you will make me mad.”

“Ohhh,” I said with a sigh.

“My love, you should see your face. I am coming to understand a bit more of Z’s sassy humor. That was a joke.” Eve let out a light laugh, and I couldn’t help but chuckle a bit.

The swarm of drones floated inside of the lobby, and part of the group followed us down through the hallway and into the waiting elevator. Eve pressed one of the buttons, but I had trouble reading the numbers.

The ride seemed to take forever, or maybe it just felt that way because I was fighting against overwhelming exhaustion. I heard the doors chime open, and Eve pulled my arm over her slender shoulders again. Then I forced my eyelids apart and saw we were in the command center under the security station.

“No. Fucking shit, Pierre! They have planted explosives in your building! You need to find them. They’ve probably put sixteen. That was what they did to mine.” I heard Juliette shouting, and I looked up to the raised platform in the center of the room. She was speaking into a microphone and gesturing wildly in the air. “Half of Parliament has been bought by Nebula Gammon. They are going to invade in less than an hour.” The policewoman paused, and I saw her beckon Eve and me to come up and sit next to her. “I know that because I’ve got the fucking bombs right here you dumb piece of shit. Are you a fucking traitor? I guess you are. No wait, you probably aren’t because you are sitting in the damn building and the bomb is going to go off in fifteen.”

I could hear the muffled voice of the man who Juliette talked to. He sounded outraged and I heard him shouting curse words back at the redhead.

“Hey,” Juliette said. “Here’s an idea. Go poke that ugly head of yours out of your office and walk around the hallways. Just go out for half a minute. You are going to see that almost no one is in the station. Where are they? They know about the bombs and they all fucking left. Go do it. I’ll hold.” Juliette moved her hand over her microphone and then turned to Eve and I. “This is the last one. I’ve talked to all the others. I don’t know how many I’ve convinced. I think two or three will ignore me.”

“That’s where I come in!” I heard Z shout from behind us, and I turned to see the blonde hacker climbing out of a shaft in the ground. She was wearing a skin-tight flight suit, and the lights on the side of her belt were lit. My friend also had a bunch of tools in her belt, and she carried a keyboard on her shoulder. “I think I re-wired the main frame. We should be good to go.”

“Rewired?” I asked, and the word rolled off my tongue like three-year-old molasses.

“Yeah. Like Red said, two or three security stations will probably go. To mitigate the damage, I routed their manual and auto turret controls to this control center.” Z gestured around the room, and on cue, all of the hundred or so terminal monitors turned on.

“Excellent,” Eve said. “Does this mean you two are getting along?”

“Fuck no!” both women said at the same time, but then Juliette raised her hand off the microphone.

“Yeah, Pierre. I told you so. You’ve got ten minutes to find those bombs or get out. Who is the member of Parliament auditing you today?” She paused for a few seconds and then nodded. “Well, she’s obviously not in on it since she’s standing in your office right now. Protect her with your life. We’ll need her help to burn out the rats. I’m gonna go. You can figure out the rest.” Juliette pushed a button on her terminal and then leaned back in her chair. “There isn’t much more we can do until the bombs go off. Then we’ll know what stations we’ve lost and where our blind spots will be in our defenses.”

“Like I said, everything is routed through our mainframe,” Z said with a shrug. “We’ll be fine, even if the other stations get destroyed.”

“I highly doubt we are going to be fine, Blondie,” Juliette said. “I don’t think any of the auto turrets on Queen’s Hat have ever been used. Let alone the manual stations. These guns might not work, even if your little trick does.”

“Yeah, so let’s just sit on our thumbs and fucking spin. That’s your plan?” Z growled up at the other woman.

“No. I’m just saying now’s not the time to be optimistic,” Juliette replied.

“Optimistic? Oh. My. Fucking. Shit. Please, bitch. I’m never optimistic!” Z shouted as she pointed at me. “You can ask Eve and Adam. I’m constantly a downer. I pretty much think we are going to die every other hour.”

“We aren’t going to die. Calm the fuck down. The worst that will happen is we get invaded by Nebula Gammon and become enslaved,” Juliette said.

“Ugh! I can’t talk to you anymore.” Z rolled her eyes and stomped over to one of the nearest terminals to where she exited the floor passage. “I’m going to turn on the auto-defenses and see if they fire up. Did you close down all the harbors?”

“I told you that I did five minutes ago!” Juliette yelled back at Z. “Do you not even listen to me when I talk to you? I can’t believe you can even remember to breathe. Are you a natural blonde? Or do you just dye your hair that color to lower everyone else’s expectations?”

“I am double checking because once I flip these cannons on, they might start shooting anything out there. I did hear you, and yes, this is my natural color. Unlike yours.”

“This is my color, Blondie.”

“Except for all the gray you dye out!”

“I don’t have any gray. You’re so full of--”

“I think they like each other,” Eve whispered to me with a smile while the other two women continued to bicker.

“You are joking with me again.” I half-smiled at the dark beauty, and she smiled in return.

Then the alarm sirens shrieked an urgent scream.

“Looks like Stations C, E, and F are offline!” Juliette groaned after she pounded her fingers across the terminal where she sat. “Those dumb fucks.”

“Or they were traitors,” I said as I tried to focus my vision on the terminal in front of me. The monitor was just displaying an image of empty space, but there was an icon that read Cannon B334.

“I’ve got control of the cannons from C and E, but F’s are offline,” Z called out. “I’m going to see if I can force them to restart.”

“You’ve gotta hurry. They could be here any--”

Juliette gasped and pointed at the large screen at the bottom of the control center. Ships were streaking out of hyperspace as if we were watching them being painted in a video played in reverse.

There were a lot of them.

“Shit,” Z, Juliette, and I said at the same time. I started to count, but I lost track at thirty when they began to angle across space toward us.

“Scanners say forty-five vessels. Six are mini-carrier class. Ten are battleship class. The-- fuck it. There are just too many.”

“But they don’t expect us to fire back,” I said as I felt a surge of energy course through my exhausted body. Nebula Gammon wasn’t fucking around. I guessed that each of the carriers would be filled with at least five hundred soldiers. The battleships would have another two hundred and fifty to three-hundred. They would probably have over seven thousand troops ready to conquer Queen’s Hat. It didn’t sound like enough when I took into account the two million people that were living in the station, but there would be plenty of traitor security members to help the invaders, and all the loyal men and women would have been killed in the explosions.

“They are approaching from the E and F side. Damn it!” Z shouted, and I turned to see her smacking her fingers on her terminal. She had plugged her head into the computer, but I’d seen her work enough to know that she also liked typing.

“Fix it!” Juliette yelled.

“I’m trying. The auto system over there isn’t rebooting. I wonder if these fucks know?”

“They just came out of hyperspace. It is probably dumb luck,” Juliette said. “Can you try again?”

“I’m trying, but I think the system over there got destroyed. E’s is still working and we can take over manual controls here.” Z looked up and then gestured to the room full of terminals. “I’ve set them all for F. You can toggle between them by hitting the selection buttons on your terminal. There are only three of us here though. It might not be enough hands on the guns to help.”

“We’ll do what we can,” I said as I looked away from my friend and back down at my monitor. It now said Cannon F983, and I saw crosshairs on the center of the screen.

“Why aren’t the auto cannons firing?” Juliette asked, and the panic was leaking into her voice a bit.

“Out of range still,” Z said.

“Don’t fire until the auto cannons start,” I said. “We don’t want them to turn tail and run before we’ve had a chance to punish them.”

“Aye, Captain,” both Z and Eve said, but Juliette didn’t reply.

We waited and watched the wall of ships crawl closer on the large screen and our smaller targeting monitor.

I felt a cold sweat drip down my back. My breathing got heavy, and my body begged my adrenaline to let me sleep.

We waited, and then we all gasped when the first salvo of green plasma fire erupted across the screen and smashed into the bow of the lead destroyer class vessel.

“Fire,” I said, and we all squeezed the triggers.

Our shots targeted the lead ship in the armada, and it turned into a lime-green pool of energy when our combined balls of plasma slammed into it. I called for the ship to its right, a mini-carrier from the looks of it, and we all focused our fire in that direction. This ship took fifteen seconds of salvo fire from the massive station cannons, but then it began to melt and fold in on itself like a piece of cheese left in the microwave for too long.

“They are shooting back!” Z shouted out the obvious as the Nebula Gammon fleet launched their own plasma fire. Their shots were a sickly yellow color, and the seemingly endless spray of globes grew larger on my screen.

“Next carrier!” I shouted as I aimed my crosshairs at one of the larger ships to the left of the melting ones. The three women followed my order, but we only got a few seconds of shots before the enemy plasma hit us.

“My gun is down!” I gasped when my screen went dark.

“Mine too!” Juliette shouted from her terminal.

“Toggle it with the switch!” Z called out. “There should be others that are working.”

“Got it,” I said after I flipped the screen through a few more slots. The third pick gave me another gun, and I started shooting again.

The third vessel we targeted seemed to lose its floating buoyancy. The nose of the massive carrier pointed downward away from us, and then it erupted in a froth of green lava. The yellow plasma shots from the rest of the fleet hadn’t stopped though, and my gun went down a few moments later.

“Shit!” I growled as I toggled over to the next gun. There was still automatic fire from Districts G and E, but the plasma fire from those locations didn’t look to be coordinated on one target in the enemy fleet. It was as if each of the guns picked their own target. We were going to need some focus fire to eliminate Nebula Gammon’s offense.

“Switching guns,” Eve said calmly from her station next to me. Then mine went out.

“Z, the auto turrets aren’t focusing fire,” I yelled over my shoulder.

“I know!”

“Can you reprogram them?”

“You want me doing that or manually shooting? It might take me thirty minutes to fix it, and we are losing our guns way faster than these fucks are losing ships!”

“Damn it!” I growled as another salvo of enemy fire took out the gun I was controlling. We had eliminated another battleship, but we really needed eighty more people sitting in each of these terminals manning the guns. If we could focus fire, Nebula Gammon’s fleet would have been decimated by now.

“Switching guns, how many more are online?” Juliette shouted at Z.

“Uhhh. Twenty heavies and forty-seven lights. At this rate, they’ll take out all the cannons on District F in another four minutes.”

“Shoot at the next mini-carrier on the left!” I ordered, and a stream of plasma balls came from my screen and drifted toward the next large vessel.

“They are launching drones!” Z shouted, and the big display up top showed hundreds of mini fighters pouring out of each armada ship. The screen was filled with them, and my heart sunk into my stomach.

“Does Queen’s Hat have drones?” I asked as the tidal wave of flying robots flew toward us. Each of my shots was destroying them, but it was like trying to annihilate drywall with a thin screwdriver.

“Used to have a few thousand,” Juliette said with a sigh. “They were looted and sold on the black market when Nebula Gamma was first kicked out. All we have are the cannons.”

“Focus on the main ships!” a new voice shouted through the command center. We spun around with surprise and saw one of the twin blonde women sitting down at terminals near us. “If they are destroyed, the drones will stop.”

“About time you ladies showed up,” Z said with a chuckle.

“I will try and reprogram the auto cannons to focus fire,” one of the women said as she passed the terminals and descended into the tunnel where I guessed the mainframe was. “If I can’t do that, I’ll try and spin Queen’s Hat so we can bring more guns to bear.”

“Good idea!” Z shouted. “Thanks!”

“Take out another carrier!” I shouted as I blew a hole in the wall of drones and punched my shots toward the distant vessel. It was apparent that there was someone else on the guns now, and another stream of plasma fire meant this ship only took ten seconds to eliminate. As soon as the carrier began to turn more lava than ship, I noticed a wave of drones stop their flight and start to listlessly drift through space.

“It’s working! Next carrier!” I shouted, but I knew we’d only be able to take out one more ship before the drones would reach us.

Then they would quickly destroy most of our cannons.

“Switching guns,” Eve said as she pressed the buttons on her terminal.

My own cannon went down, and I toggled to the next one as soon as I could. The panic was keeping me awake, but the pain in my head was growing with each gun Nebula Gammon destroyed. There were still too many ships left, and I didn’t need Z to tell me we were almost out of weapons.

“Carrier down,” I said as another one of the Nebula Gammon ships began to melt. More drones stopped their flight, but then they swarmed the cannons like angry wasps, and I only got a few more shots out before my gun went down.

“Shit!” Juliette shouted, and I heard her slam her hand on the top of her desk. “Fuckers! Damn it!”

“We’ll have to fight them on the streets,” I said with a sigh. I didn’t even know if I could get out of the chair. My legs didn’t want to work, and I didn’t think there was any way I could shift back into my tiger-man shape.

“No. We are done. They’ll have too many--”

Our screens suddenly illuminated, and I saw a new crosshair on my terminal.

Cannons G and E.

“Did that do it?” I heard one of the twins call out from the tunnel in the floor.

“Yes!” the other sister shouted.

“What did she--” I started to say, but my words were interrupted when I saw a torrential stream of plasma fire pour across the screen and slam into one of the distant ships. The vessel almost instantly came apart, but not before it tilted into a neighboring ship.

“All the auto turrets are now run through the manual controls. They will take the targets you aim.”

“Fuck yeah!” Z shouted and another spray of coordinated plasma emerged from the right of my screen, torched a hundred drones, and then drilled a fiery hole into the flank of a battleship.

“Thank you, Paula?” I asked the woman climbing out of the shaft.

“Yes.” She smiled at me and then moved to take the terminal seat next to Z.

“Fire at will then,” I said. There was almost no need to coordinate attacks anymore. The drones were still taking out our cannons, but each time I pulled the trigger for a few seconds, another barrage of plasma melted another ship. Then more drones stopped working, they took out fewer guns, and it soon felt as if we were hitting them harder than they were hitting us.

“They are turning!” Juliette shouted.

“Fuck yeah! Suck it you pieces of shit!” Z whooped, and a half smile came to my lips. Nebula Gammon still had half of their fleet left, but all of their mini-carriers were gone, and there was one battleship. The rest looked to be cruiser or destroyer class.

As I tried to do a count, one of the ships stretched like a pulled rubber band and then disappeared from my screen. Then another escaped to hyperdrive. The rest of the fleet followed a few seconds later, and all the drones stopped their attack.

“Yesssss!” the six of us shouted as soon as it became clear that we won.

“I can’t believe we took them out,” Z said. “They had an ass load of ships.”

“We can overcome great odds, as long as we work together,” Eve said.

“Our work isn’t done.” Juliette stood. “We need to go arrest Congressman Baccala and his wife. Then we need to find out who the other traitors are and arrest them. It’s going to be another two days of--”

“You keep saying ‘we’ as if you are including us in this,” Z said.

“Of course, you are all deputized, and have a duty to--”

“Wait,” I said, and Juliette stopped talking. “If Z and Eve wish to help you, that is fine, but I need to sleep.” It felt as if I couldn’t even force the words out of my mouth anymore. I was so fucking tired.

“It is true, Adam must rest,” Eve confirmed.

“No. You can sleep later. I need you too--” she started to say, but I was already leaning against the back of the chair.

Then I was asleep.
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Chapter 20

I woke up in a hospital bed.

At first, I thought it was my own room on Persephone, but a quick blink of my eyes confirmed that I was in the same room where I first met Juliette. It even smelled faintly of the policewoman’s cigarette smoke, and I wondered if she had recently been in the room.

“You are awake,” Eve said, and I turned my head to find her sitting next to my bed. She was still wearing her tight gray and black banded jumpsuit, but I didn’t see any blood on the garment or smell it on her.

“How long have I been sleeping?” I had another IV drip in my arm, and I saw a few empty bags on the hanger.

“Eight days,” Eve replied with a smile.

“Eight days? Fuck.” I sat up and wiped a greasy palm over my face. “What about the station?”

“After you slept, Z, Juliette, and I paid a visit to Izetta and Carlos Baccala. I was able to get a list of parliament members and security captains they were working with. The trial was yesterday, and they were all found guilty by the judges.”

“They move fast around here,” I said with a chuckle. When I had been arrested on Ganymede, it took a good six months to go to trial.

“Yes. They have already been executed.”

“Damn. I imagine Juliette threw them out of the airlock herself.”

“I am unsure, but I wouldn’t be surprised.” Eve smiled, and we stared at each other for a few moments in silence.

“I missed you,” I said. “I asked Juliette to release you. I didn’t want either you or Z to be in prison, but I know you’ve spent you--”

“Do not worry. It is not your fault, nor is it Commander Larns. Her background drove her actions, and I have already forgiven her.”

“You’ve talked to her?” I asked.

“Yes, for many hours. She understands our mission and has helped us purchase food we can deliver back to Jatal and his people. If they are still alive.”

“Yeah. We’ll still need to hire a crew. I imagine the station is in a bit of chaos because of the attack.” I pulled the needle out of my arm and almost immediately felt tired again. “We need to get the warpdrive fixed so that--”

“It is fixed,” she said with a pleased smile. “Kasta and Paula were able to determine what was wrong. The power couplings connecting the hyperdrive and warpdrive were disconnected. The engine wasn’t calibrated correctly, but they were able to read the manual and correct it.”

“How about the foldingdrive?” I asked.

“They haven’t found the room where it is located, but they were able to get the control terminal functioning again. They told us it didn’t work because the warp engine was off-line.”

“Damn, that’s great. I told Byron I’d take them on as crew,” I said.

“I know. They have already moved their possessions onboard Persephone. She enjoys having them with her. The twins will be wonderful additions. They believe in our mission, and can help us maintain the drones and engines.”

“You all have been busy while I slept.” I let out a light laugh and then pushed the sheets off me. I was naked underneath, and Eve pointed to a neatly folded Persephone jumpsuit.

“So we still need a pilot, navigator, cook, and probably twenty other people on the crew. How much money do we have left? Have you tried to hire anyone?” I asked.

“We still have sixty thousand. The twins paid for some of our supplies and gave us a few dozen kilograms of rhodium dust to pay for their passage.”

“Damn,” I said with a dry laugh. “Those are the kind of crew members we need to hire; the ones that pay us to be on board and work.”

“Yes, but their circumstances are unusual. We put out a call for crew, but the damage to the station has created an overwhelming demand for workers, and no one has answered our inquiry.”

“Alright. Let’s hope someone will apply before we have Persephone loaded up and ready to go,” I said as I put on my tight jumpsuit. I still felt kind of naked when I wore the garment, but it at least had padding over my crotch. I didn’t see the pistols or the double magazine shotgun in the room, so I guessed that they were either on Persephone, or back in Juliette’s armory.

“It is already done, Adam. We are fully loaded with food and various survival equipment for Jatal’s people. Persephone’s water and food reserves are filled. The engines are tuned and ready to go. We just need to convert our remaining R-credits into rhodium, and then we can depart.”

“Great,” I said as I reached for the door handle, but then I stopped and turned around to face the beautiful vampire woman.

“We should talk about Z first,” I said with a deep breath. “Now is a good time.”

“Yes.” Eve’s smile seemed to fade from her face. “I understand why you are upset, but you need not be.”

“I feel as if I have betrayed you.”

“I do not.” She shrugged.

“And that sounds strange to me. I know you spoke about--”

“Adam,” she interrupted me. “When I was alone in the glass tube, my only company was my own thoughts and prayers. I’ve told you before that I wished for freedom. I wished for love. I wished for friends. I promised I would give of myself if I could have them. Now I do. I am honored by your love, and I know it is real because I can feel your thoughts as my own. I feel them so strongly; it is hard to tell where yours end and mine begin. I also love Z, and the thought of you two being together makes me happy.”

“I’m sorry,” I said as I brought my fingers up to rub my temples. “I heard the words coming out of your mouth, but it doesn’t make any sense to me. Are you saying that you love, like love Z? I am confused.”

“I have been alone for so long.” Eve shrugged and smiled once more. “Now I am surrounded by extraordinary people who have sworn to help those in need. I love them. I take pleasure in their company. I would like to experience all the joy I can with them. I care not about ancient rules or gender roles. You are a strong and honorable man. You will draw others to you. Why would I fault another woman for feeling how I feel about you? Especially if I find them attractive in mind, body, and soul?”

“It sounds like you are saying you are fine with me taking you and Z as lovers.” The words came out of my mouth before I could really think them through. I was a man, and men did tend to misunderstand women frequently. My question might anger Eve.

I’d seen Eve get angry.

“Z and I have spoken, and I told her my feelings. It has made her uncomfortable so we will leave it at that.” The vampire stepped closer to me, and we wrapped our arms around each other. “I want to be respectful of her feelings. That is why I did not want us to become lovers while we were in hyperdrive.”

“I know,” I said.

“We have only been together for a month. I know your soul, and you know mine. Z will need time. She might not be comfortable, but that is her decision now. She does understand this is not a competition for your love.”

“That still doesn’t tell me how I’m supposed to feel,” I said with a laugh.

“Who am I to tell you who you should love or not? Perhaps I have an advantage over most women since I can see how bright your passion burns for me.”

I considered Eve’s words and then pulled her away from my chest so I could look at her beautiful face again. She knew what I thought before I could speak it, but I said the words, anyway.

“What you are saying doesn’t sound fair to you or Z. If you told me you loved another man, I would be filled with jealousy. Yet I have feelings for both of you. You tell me you are okay with it. Fuck, you are telling me you like this, but I don’t because I know I wouldn’t be as open about it as you. Perhaps that is what really bothers me.”

“I understand,” Eve said with a nod. “I will not tell you I will never love another man. That is not fair to either of us, but I can tell your heart and soul are pure, and the way you feel about me brings me incredible joy. If you asked me right now to be yours forever, and no other man’s, I would say yes without a second of hesitation. Even if you took other women into our bed.”

“No,” I said with a sigh. “Eve, you don’t know any better.”

“Oh?” She raised an eyebrow.

“You are saying this, but you don’t have experience with--”

“I know your heart. I know Z’s, but neither of you know mine. I should be angry because you do not trust that I speak the truth, but I am more frustrated because you do not have my ability to read thoughts. I can understand you might think I do not realize what I am committing to, but I do. I have met plenty of men. I have peered into their minds when they look at me. Some are good. Some are evil. None I love but you. I know what I am asking of you.”

“I am sorry, Eve,” I said with a sigh. “This is such a strange conversation. Loving both of you feels as if I am cheating. I feel guilty.”

“I understand. Perhaps you will become more comfortable with the idea. Nothing has to happen right now, or tomorrow, or anytime actually. All that is left for us is the consummation of our desires, but we all know of each other’s emotions.”

“Consummation? Did you use that word with Z?” I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Oh yes.” Eve laughed. “She was incredibly uncomfortable, but we needed to speak of it. I do not want to do anything without her approval.”

“Her approval?” I asked. “What do you mean?”

“She cares for you like I do, but like you, she does not trust in my words.”

“It’s not that I don’t trust you, it’s that--”

“I understand,” she said as she raised her hand away from my chest to silence me. “We need more time. It will evolve our relationship one direction or the other. I do not want to hurt her. Or Kasta and Paula.”

“Kasta and Paula? What do they have to do with anything?” I asked. I couldn’t imagine that the strange twins gave a shit about who I was or wasn’t having sex with on the ship.

Eve smiled at me and then pointed to the door. “We should be going. It has been twenty-seven days since we left Jatal and his people. They are probably close to the end of their food supply.”

“If they are alive,” I said with a sigh. “Elaka Nota could have destroyed their moon like they did to C-ii.”

“We will pray for the best. If the miners are alive, they will be in desperate need of the supplies we bring them, and now that our warpdrive is working, it will only take us twenty-six minutes to get there.”

“Much better than seventeen days,” I said, and then I opened the door of the room so the dark beauty could walk out into the security station.

The hallway was filled with uniformed cops, armored security workers, and people in hospital scrubs. Eve got a few hungry glances from the men that we passed, and I got a few nods, but no one stopped us from walking out of the station.

“Hey!” I heard a shout behind us as soon as we walked out of the complex gate, and we both turned around. Juliette was wearing her tight uniform again, and her red hair was tied up in a nest of braids. “You leaving without saying goodbye?”

“Sorry. I thought you were busy,” I said as the commander's fierce green eyes met mine.

“Well, I’m not,” she said, but I saw two men wearing uniforms following behind her with datapads. The pair looked like they hadn’t slept in three days, but Juliette looked wide awake.

“You sure?” I gave her a smirk.

“This shit can wait,” she said as she pointed a thumb back to her assistants. “Are you heading back to Gliese 876?”

“Yeah.”

“What if those assholes from El Ka Note are waiting?”

“Elaka Nota,” I corrected. “If there are only a few ships. We’ll fight. If there are more, we’ll run. Eve told you?”

“Yep,” the police commander turned to Eve and smiled. “We talked for a while. Did you find a pilot?”

“No,” Eve said.

“Damn. You gonna let Blondie fly then?”

“That’s the plan. She’s done a great job so--”

“She’s terrible, and you can tell her I said that.”

“She’s my friend, and she makes it work,” I said as I stared into Juliette’s green eyes.

“Fine, but let me make you another offer.” The woman crossed her arms and then seemed to remember she had the two assistants behind her. “Go back inside,” she said to them, and they both retreated back into the station.

“So look, I’ve got mountains of paperwork and the whole rebuilding of the security force. Might take me a month, two at the most. Why don’t you wait around? If you haven’t found a pilot by then, I’ll go with you.”

“What do you mean by that?” I asked.

“What do you mean, what do I mean?” The redhead rolled her eyes in a movement that looked just like something Z would do. “I’ll go with you. You’ll need a skilled pilot. Blondie needs to stick with computers and shaving her head.”

“You’d join us as crew?” I hadn’t expected Juliette to ask, and I didn’t know if she was going to be a good fit. The woman could obviously get shit done since she commanded the police force, but I wouldn’t have thought she would want to give up a career to join us.

“I talked to Eve,” Juliette said as she pointed to the dark-haired woman. “I’m helping here, but I miss the stars. I miss being at the controls. Flying your ship really got me back in the mood.” The woman sighed a bit. “I think about my family a lot.” Juliette looked at Eve and then smiled. “You were right. I’m like this because I blame myself. I’m fucked up, but I want justice for people that the universe forgot about. You guys are like a drop of water fighting against a burning planet, but it’s more than I can do here. I’m tied up by the laws of this place.”

“I don’t think you and Z will get along,” I said.

“We’ll be fine. She’s just mad because I keep making passes at you,” Juliette winked at me. “Also, I thought you were the captain?”

“I’ll need to run it by her. I want everyone’s feedback.” I looked at Eve, and the vampire smiled.

“I would be pleased for Miss Larns to join us,” Eve said. Her words were telling since I knew my friend could read Juliette’s mind. If the redhead was not a good person, Eve wouldn’t have wanted her to join us.

“You can call me Juliette. It’s fine.”

“Very well, but we cannot wait a few months. The people on Gliese 876 - B - iv need our help.” Eve frowned. “We will have to go ahead without you.”

“Damn. That is unfortunate. The offer still stands though. I think you are making a mistake going back without a proper pilot, but I can understand being in a hurry. If you come back in a few months, things will have died down around here, and I’ll go with you.”

“I’ll think about it,” I said as I extended my hand.

“You better. Fuck, I got all excited about the idea. I’m disappointed now.” Juliette clasped my hand, and she didn’t let go for a few moments.

“Sometimes the timing is wrong.” I knew we could use Juliette. Hell, we just needed bodies on Persephone, but Eve was right. We couldn’t wait around for two months. “We have to deliver these supplies and then visit another planet. Maybe after?”

“I’ll hold you to it,” she said. “Thank you, both.” For a half second, Juliette’s face seemed to crack, and her apathetic manner dissolved. “I wasn’t nice to either of you, and you still helped me. I guess that is another reason I want to go with you. It’s been awhile since I’ve had friends. Even Blondie isn’t that bad.”

“We will come back,” Eve said.

“Promise?” The redhead cracked a smile, and Eve nodded.

“There,” Juliette said as she looked at me. “Both you and your sexy girlfriend have made a commitment. It’s a done deal.” She finally let go of my hand after she spoke, and her fingers traced along my palm.

“You are brash,” Eve said with a light laugh, and Juliette smirked at her.

“I can try, huh? You haven’t clawed my eyes out yet.”

“Perhaps I like you too much.” Eve shrugged, and Juliette was now the one laughing.

“I’ll see you in two months, or sooner. Tell Blondie to fly fast, okay?”

“Will do,” I said.

Our eyes met again, and it looked as if she was about to say something, but then she pivoted in place and walked back into her station.

“Let’s get going,” I said to Eve, and she nodded.

“I like her,” Eve said after we had walked for half a minute down the street.

“I can tell,” I said.

“It is nice to meet others who are as we are. Kasta and Paula are also good fits. I am blessed. In just a month I have gone from alone, cold, and hungry, to being loved by an amazing man, surrounded by wonderful people, and well fed. My imagination couldn’t dream a life this amazing.

“And don’t forget Persephone.” I said as we boarded the train tube heading toward the harbor. The scene in the map room played through my mind again, and I thought about what we would find in the city Persephone wanted us to visit.

“Oh no,” Eve said with another laugh. “I could never forget her.” Eve’s red eyes suddenly opened wide, and she looked at me. “She told you where to go?”

“Yeah,” I said “I’m not sure what we are supposed to do there, but I think we should investigate. What do you make of it?”

“Yes,” Eve closed her eyes. “She knows our mission. She will help us when she can.”

“If you say so,” I said as the tube doors closed, and we began to speed toward the harbor. “You seem to be able to communicate with her.”

“No, Adam.” Eve’s red eyes seemed to bore into mine. “She only communicates with you.”
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Chapter 21

The trip back to Persephone only took a few minutes. Eve had been correct when she said that we were ready to go. Z was actually sitting in the pilot’s seat and explaining the controls to the twins when we got to the bridge. An hour later she showed them how to plot a warpdrive route back to Gliese 876 B, and then I had her plot a second hyperdrive course to planet Y-114a; in case Gliese 876 - B was infested with Elaka Nota ships.

Z hadn’t asked me about the new destination, but she’d been a bit too busy stealing glances at Eve and me while she blushed profusely.

When we’d gotten settled on the bridge, I thanked Kasta and Paula for joining the crew and told Z to engage the warpdrives.

Then we waited in silence for twenty-five minutes while Persephone’s displays showed us a streaking universe.

“Captain, we are dropping from warp space in thirty seconds,” Z said at last. “We’ll be on the back side of Gliese 876 - B.”

“Prepare for battle,” I said as I buckled my harness over my chest.

“I’m ready!” Z said.

“As am I,” Eve said from her copilot seat.

“We are ready with plasma,” one of the twins, Kasta I thought, said from the gunner terminals behind me.

“And drones,” Paula said from her chair next to her sister. Both of them were wearing Persephone’s tight fitting flight suits, and for half a moment, I wondered how in the hell I ended up on an experimental military starship filled with beautiful women.

“Counting down from five, four, three, two, one! Exiting warp space!” Z shouted as Persephone's screen turned static for half a second. Then the massive display was filled with the purple globe of Gliese 876 - B.

“Nothing on scanners, Captain,” Eve said, and I marveled again at how she always sounded calm. My heart was racing with the thought of exiting warp space in the middle of an Elaka Nota armada.

I spun in my chair to glance back at our positioning on the holographic map. I already knew where we would have come out in relation to Jatal’s moon, but looking at the image helped me plot our next steps easier.

“Turn to port three degrees and proceed forward on sixty percent thrusters.”

“Aye, Captain,” Z replied, and I saw the view shift a bit as Z turned Persephone to the left.

“How long until we see the fourth moon?” I asked.

“Fifteen seconds, Captain,” Eve replied.

“Fuck. Please be there,” Z said under her breath, and we all waited in silence as Persephone blasted around the orbit of the large purple planet.

Then the fourth moon spun into view.

“Yes!” Z shouted, but then Persephone’s alarm sounded, and the display zoomed in around the orbit of Jatal’s moon. There were two starships there, now outlined in red, and the scanners began to stream information down the side of the wall.

 

Husky Class Battlecruiser: ENB-87876-112-222

Manufactured by: Elaka Nota Corporation: Trappist-1e

Branding: Elaka Nota Corporation 3rd Fleet 2nd Array

Hyperdrive: Adjacent Twin - EN 55 - 8987 (Port side)/ EN 55 - 8988 (Starboard side). 28 hours to 1 light year

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 260 meters

Minimum Crew: 78

Estimated fighter craft: 12

Estimated drone payload: 38

Heavy plasma cannons: 10

Light plasma guns: 14

Laser arrays: 4

 

Terrier Class Destroyer: HCW-12145-342-212

Manufactured by: Elaka Nota Corporation: Trappist-1e

Branding: Elaka Nota Corporation 3rd Fleet 2nd Array

Hyperdrive: EN - 8300TALLEY- 35 hours to 1 light year

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 95 meters

Estimated Crew: 35

Estimated fighter craft: 4

Estimated drone payload: 10

Heavy plasma cannons: 4

Light plasma guns: 4

Laser arrays: 4

 

“That battlecruiser is vicious looking.” Z whistled as the screen zoomed in on the ship. The sides were painted black with bright white side striping. The front of it actually had teeth painted on it to make it seem as if it was opening its jaws.

“We’ll take out the smaller one first,” I said. “Can you plot a hyperdrive course on the Z axis above them?”

“Uhhh. We aren’t going to run?” Z asked. “That big one looks like he can eat us for din--”

“No,” I said. “There are only two of them. Jatal’s people need us. We aren’t going to back down. Can you plot the course?”

“Yeah. Hold on and I’ll--”

“Captain, I have done it,” Kasta said from behind me, and both Z and I turned to look at her.

“You did it?”

“Yes, Captain. I just fed it into Z’s control terminal. She can engage it when she wants to. Maybe we should wait for them to launch their drones and fighters? Then we can catch them after they have--”

“How did you do it so fast?” Z asked.

“I’m good with math,” the woman shrugged and then smiled.

“Great,” I said as I turned back to face Z. “Wait until they launch drones and fighters, then we’ll spring on them from above. Weapons locked on the destroyer first. It will go down quicker. Let us know when you are ready.”

“I’m good at math also,” Z huffed. “I’m just not an android.”

“I’m Paula,” the twin that I thought was Kasta said.

“I’m Kasta,” the other twin said as she smiled and waved at Z.

“Okay, you both need to wear different colored hair bands or something.”

“It’s more fun this way,” they both said in unison.

“It’s not fun when we are about to fucking die!” the hacker moaned.

“They are launching their drones and trying to open communication with us,” Eve said, and Z turned back to the screen.

“I’m not interested in talking to them. Wait for my signal before you engage hyperdrives,” I said.

“Aye, Captain,” Z said as she rested her hands on the controls.

“They are making another attempt at contacting us,” Eve commented as the drones and fighters loomed closer on our screen. Persephone was updating her scanners with their count, and the red text showed that both Elaka Nota ships had launched all of their craft.

“What happens if we hyperdrive on top of them and then they hyperdrive away?” Z said breathlessly.

“Then we’ll chase them,” I said, and I realized our reaction might be exactly what the captains of the two Elaka Nota ships were waiting for. We hadn’t launched any fighters or drones so they might expect for us to try to warpdrive at their flank. But they might just think we were a bunch of criminals that got lucky with the theft of Persephone. They might have thought we’d try to run.

“Engage hyperdrives,” I said as soon as I saw the first line of fighters shoot their plasma cannons.

“Engaging hyperdrive!” Z said. The stars shifted for a blink of an eyelid and then Z pushed on the controls. Persephone dove like a bird of prey, and the screen feed said we were only five hundred meters from the top of the destroyer.

“Fire!” I ordered.

“Firing!” the four women shouted in unison, and a stream of red laser beams and darker red plasma balls slammed into the top of the smaller vessel.

The green shots from the Queen’s Hat’s heavy plasma cannons did some serious damage against the Nebula Gammon vessels, but it took fifteen or so seconds worth of coordinated blasts to cause a ship to melt. I’d expected that we would need to make a few sweeping passes across the destroyer before we took care of the enemy vessel with Persephone's cannons, but my expectations turned out to be very incorrect.

The destroyer practically melted as soon as the first dark red shots of plasma hit its hull.

“Ahhhhh!” Z screeched as she pulled up on the controls and angled Persephone away from the melting mass. For half a moment, it seemed as if we were going to plow into it, but the blonde hacker had pulled up just in time, and we missed the top part of the destroyer by about twenty meters.

“Z, angle twenty degrees to starboard and pitch down ten degrees.”

“Shitttttt!” the hacker said as green plasma fire flew across our screen. It looked as if it missed us by a few hundred meters, but Z followed my orders to aim us adjacent to the battlecruiser.

“Starboard cannons. Fire!”

“Firing!” Kasta, Paula, and Eve shouted, and I rotated in my chair to peer at the twins’ screens.

The battlecruiser was unleashing a salvo of green plasma streaks, but they looked to be half a moment behind where we were flying.

“Faster, Z!” I shouted.

“Okayyyyyyyy!” she cried, and I saw the green balls of energy drop farther behind us.

Our plasma balls did find their mark.

The first salvo hit the battlecruiser right in the painted teeth at the bow. I guessed the front of the ship would instantly fold and melt around the red balls, but a blue wave of energy appeared around the front of the vessel, and our shots didn’t appear to do any damage to the metal.

“It appears to have some sort of shield,” Kasta said.

“That is very rude,” Paula sighed.

“Keep shooting. We’ll punch through it,” I said to them, and then I turned to the front of the bridge where the hacker and vampire sat. “Z, ten degrees more starboard, pitch back up fifteen degrees.”

“You want to get closer?” she asked with a panicked voice.

“Do it!” I said as I unbuckled myself from the captain’s chair.

“What are you--” Z started to ask.

“Going to man a gun,” I said as I sprinted toward the seat next to the twins. “Kasta and Paula, one of you get on drones. If the cannons can’t punch through the shield, we are going to need to try and take out their guns before their own drones and fighters return.”

“Aye, Captain. I’m on drones,” Kasta said, and her fingers began to dance across the terminal controls as if she had done this a thousand times.

I toggled through my own controls to find a gun I could control. Persephone only had three heavy plasma cannons. Two were mounted on her shoulders in the front, and one at her tail. I could only take control of the front port cannon, so I knew Paula and Eve were controlling the starboard and tail cannons. The port wouldn’t be able to get a clean shot unless I told Z to roll Persephone, so instead I toggled to one of the five lighter plasma guns that were on the starboard side. These guns unleashed thick beams of plasma which looked somewhat like a laser. They could also cause the heavier plasma balls to explode if I could get a hit on them.

Maybe that would take out the battlecruisers shield.

“Paula, aim for the back joint of the painted mouth,” I called to her.

“I’ll try,” she said, and I saw her next few shots angle toward the enemy vessel’s painted maw.

“Fuck!” I growled as I missed hitting the ball. Both of our projectiles hit the battlecruiser's shields and didn’t seem to do any damage.

“Drones are closing within two kilometers,” Kasta said. “Do you want me to attack the cruiser or battle the drones?”

“The drones,” I replied. “Paula, keep firing on the painted mouth!”

“Trying!” she gasped as Persephone rocked a bit.

“We got hit!” Z shouted.

“How’s damage?” I called back as I tried to focus on punching my shot through the plasma ball Paula launched. The timing needed to be perfect so that I hit it right before the shields ate the damage.

“Fuck if I know, we are still flying! Go! Go! Go! Persephoneeeeeee!”

“Don’t twist the--” I started to shout as Z rolled Persephone, but the hacker’s movement caused my plasma beam to bend down and strike the ball Paula had launched. The timing couldn’t have been more perfect, and the battlecruiser’s shield cast a solid looking barrier before it shattered in a curtain of sparks.

“Shields are down!” I shouted as I saw one of Eve’s plasma balls splatter into the front of the Elaka Nota vessel. The metal folded around the blast and began to bubble.

Then one of Paula’s plasma balls hit it in the same spot, and the massive starship’s front opened like a blooming flower.

“Yes!” we all shouted as the battlecruiser began to glow a dark red. The front of the ship continued to fold backward, and then a half dozen more plasma shots hit it.

The battlecruiser turned a bright shade of crimson, and then the flower shape began to twist and melt.

“Their drones have stopped responding,” Kasta said after she exhaled.

“Did we win?” Paula asked.

“Fuck yeah!” Z shouted. “Yesss! We are alive! Fuck those assholes!” The blonde hacker actually vaulted out of her pilot’s chair and began to dance in the open space between the five raised chairs and the two pilot cockpits.

Eve got out of her chair as well, and the two embraced. Then Z grabbed the dark-haired woman’s hands, and they started dancing together. It was apparent after a few seconds that Eve didn’t, in fact, know how to dance, but neither of them seemed to care, and they both laughed.

“That was a rush,” Kasta said with a big smile as she leaned over to me. “Is this how life is with you, Captain?”

“Hopefully not every day.” I laughed and stood from the seat next to her.

“How about at night?” Paula asked.

“Huh?” I asked, but the two twins just smiled at me coyly.

“Captain, come dance with us!” Z shouted, and I turned to see both of my friends beckon. They each had arms wrapped around each other’s slender waists, and I swallowed the lump that formed in my throat.

“Let’s open communications with Jatal,” I forced myself to say.

“Yes,” Eve said as the smile dropped from her face. “We can celebrate after we finish our mission.”

“Awww. Okay, but I’m dancing with all of you. Even you two geniuses!” Z laughed as she pointed at Kasta and Paula.

“We like parties,” Kasta said, and Paula nodded.

“No party unless we deliver the food,” I said, but Eve had already taken her seat again, and began to work on communicating with Jatal.

“Z put us in orbit around the moon. As soon as Jatal gives us the okay, we’ll land.

“Aye, Captain,” the hacker said after she climbed back into her seat.

I sat back in the captain’s chair, and the twins each sat on either side of me. After a few minutes, Z had placed Persephone in orbit around the moon, and opened a visual scan on the surface below.

“Uhhh. I don’t see anyone in their camp,” Z said as she zoomed Persephone's cameras closer on the last spot we saw Jatal and his people. My friend was correct in her observation. The refugee camp looked completely deserted, and half of the structures looked destroyed.

“No one is answering our communication signal,” Eve said.

“Keep sending,” I ordered, but I felt a chill enter my stomach. Had they run out of food? Had Elaka Nota attacked them? Had another mega corp? The ground in the camp didn’t look as if it had been shelled. The place just looked abandoned.

“Should we go down there and look?” Z turned to me, and I could see the anguish on the pretty woman’s face. I remembered her getting a bit upset that we were giving the Children of Rah all of our food, but then Jatal’s people had hugged her and called her a hero. Z had been changed afterward, and I knew she cared about these people.

“Yeah,” I said with a sigh. “Go ahead and--”

“I’ve got a connection!” Eve hissed.

“On screen.” My heart jumped into my throat, and I almost gave a shout of relief when I saw Jatal’s bright blue eyes.

“Am I happy to see all of you,” the man said with a dry laugh.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Half a day after you left, an armada of starships came here. I feared the worst and got everyone in the caves.” The man sighed and then rubbed a thin hand across his face.

“You’ve been holed up since we left?” Z asked.

“Yeah. Are they still in orbit? We are really low on food and water. We’ve gone through almost everything you left with us. Probably only have a day of rationed calories left. Another week and I don’t know what would have happened. We are all going a bit crazy.”

“The other starships are gone,” I said, “and we brought you a lot of food.”

“A lot of food?” His eyes opened wide, and I could almost see his mouth start to water.

“Can we land?”

“Yes! We’ll come out to meet you up top.” The man cut his feed, and I let out a long sigh of relief.

“Thank the stars,” Eve said.

“Yeah,” Z replied. “Can I take her down, Captain?”

“Yes please.”

Z gave me a fist pump and then grabbed the control sticks. Ten minutes later we were gliding over the surface of the moon. Z set our dark spaceship down in front of the cave where we first landed, and we took the elevator down to the hold. Jatal and a few dozen of his people were waiting for us once we dropped Persephone’s ramp, and I walked down to shake hands with the man.

“Damn. So good to see you,” he said as he threw his arms around my shoulders. I hugged him back and let out a sigh when I felt how thin and frail he was.

“Come look,” I said as I pointed up the ramp into Persephone. The men followed us up, and they let out cries of joy when they saw what we had brought them. The entire hold was filled with storage crates.

“Is all this for us?” Jatal asked.

“Hell yeah!” Z said proudly.

“Is it all food?” he asked and I saw him start to blink.

“Food, water, some extra shelters, blankets, filters, power packs for your equipment. I just bought a bunch of stuff I figured you would need,” Z said as she gestured between the numerous bins. Persephone’s hold was of decent size, and my friends were able to cram thirty-six storage bins of the same volume that Wayne first hired us to deliver.

“This will last us years,” Jatal was crying now, and he wiped his face with the back of his dusty hand.

“We have to unload it first,” I said. “Are your forklifts still working?”

“Yes!” Jatal said. Then he nodded to his men, and they ran down the ramp to find the machines. Once the men had left, he turned back to us and swallowed the lump in his throat.

“I don’t have any more rhodium. I thought we’d be able to get operations going, but when those ships showed up; I guessed it was Alloprize all over.”

“We took care of the ships in orbit,” I said. “You don’t have to worry about them, or paying us back.”

“How? We didn’t give you enough to buy all this,” he said as he gestured to the crates.

“You actually did,” Z said, “but we didn’t spend all of it. This is Kasta and Paula. They donated some money so they could have passage on our ship.” The two women smiled and waved at Jatal.

“Such beautiful angels,” Jatal said as he came down on one knee and took each of their hands in his. The twins were surprised by his gesture and they each giggled.

“It was nothing of consequence,” said the one I thought was Kasta.

“Happy to help,” said Paula. “It appears that you needed it.”

“That we did, angels.” The man let out a laugh and then stood again.

“I don’t know if I can ever repay you all, but you’ve saved my people, again.”

“As I said, you don’t need to. It’s what we do. We want to help people,” I said, and I saw both Eve and Z smiled broadly.

“Damn. I don’t know what to say,” Jatal wiped his eyes again, and a sob escaped his mouth. “Once we get everything back and working again. I’m going to fill your hold with rhodium like you have filled it with supplies for my people.”

“It’s okay, Jatal, you don’t need to--” I started to say, but Z interrupted me with an elbow to the stomach.

“We aren’t going to turn down a few thousand kilograms of rhodium! Just don’t worry about it right now.”

“Ha!” Jatal let out a laugh, and his tears seemed to stop leaking out of his eyes. A pair of forklifts pulled out of the cave, and dozens of other people were walking out to see what we brought.

It didn’t take long for the good news to spread, and there wasn’t a frown to be seen amongst the Children of Rah.

“Will you all stay for a bit?” Jatal asked us once the forklifts started moving crates down the ramp. “We haven’t had news this good since the last time you all were here and saved us from Alloprize.”

“Funny you should mention that,” Z said. “We were just talking about having a party. Do you guys know how to throw a good party?”

Jatal’s blue eyes twinkled, and a wide grin split his face into joyful halves. “Know how to throw a good party? My friends, you have not ever been to a party, unless you have been to a party thrown by rhodium miners.” It suddenly seemed as if ten years had been shaved off his face, and the young man was practically bouncing on the balls of his feet.

“Ohhhh good,” Z purred, and I saw Eve, Kasta, and Paula smile.

“Is there dancing at rhodium miner parties?” Eve asked politely.

“Oh yes! Dancing for days! You’ll have trouble walking back onto your ship. I guarantee it.”

“I would like to dance,” Eve said as she turned to me. Her strange red eyes seemed to fill my vision, and I felt myself fall into them.

“And drink,” Z said.

“You two okay with--” I asked Kasta and Paula, but they were already nodding. In fact, all four of the beautiful women were staring eagerly at me.

“Looks like we are staying for a few days. If you’ll have us, Jatal?”

“Adam, I owe you a few lifetimes of staying with us,” the miner said as he shook my hand again.

“Alright, but just for a few days. Then we have more work to do.” I thought about the planet that Persephone had shown me on the bridge. Whoever was there needed our help.

And they might not be able to hold on for a few days while we took time off to relax.

 

End of book 3
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