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  INTRODUCTION


  Icarus was born in the middle of a tornado. Not a literal tornado, of course, but it certainly felt like my wife and I had been assaulted by one. I named it: 2015. The year I was thoroughly tested. I’m not looking for any sympathy—and I sure as hell know that plenty of other people are facing struggles far more devastating than what we encountered—but for the sake of this foreword, I felt it necessary to give a little back story to my novel’s creation.


  When it rains, it pours. Never have truer words been written. Or were they spoken? Who cares? I only know it’s a proverb. Calamity visited the Verish household early in 2015 and set up camp for close to six months. After a quiet beginning to the year, February rolled around and got stuck in our shower drain. A simple snaking of the pipes to clean it out, right? Nope. $900 later, a hole in the basement wall, and a stench only a sewer can appreciate, the problem was solved...for the most part. Grumble, grumble...


  No big deal! That’s what homeownership is all about. Upkeep. So, two months later, and feeling the need to flex its destructive muscle, Calamity threw us an uppercut. On the first of April—yes, April Fool’s Day—I received a phone call from my wife as I was driving home. In a panic, she explained to me that our entire basement ceiling had collapsed from a major leak in the main floor bathroom. Several inches of water had collected already, and the level was still rising. Needless to say, I thought she was pulling a prank on me.


  She wasn’t.


  Involving the insurance company is a nightmare. Involving an incompetent insurance company is a recipe for gray hair. During our quest to replace the ceiling tiles, carpeting, laminate flooring, and just straight-up dry our house, things got even more interesting. Murphy’s Law.


  I don’t remember the order, just the list of appliances that died on us over a two month period. Bathroom sink, toilet, drier, microwave, oven... All of these bit the dust on us as our house was in utter disrepair from the flood. I’m not kidding. Our little world was literally collapsing all around us, and we never had a chance to recover from one incident to the next. Eventually it all got fixed, replaced, or settled. It took until summer, but who’s counting the months? Or the dollars, for that matter?


  You’re probably wondering what this all has to do with me writing a science fiction novel. Trust me, there’s a point. Before I get to that point, let me tell you about the major decision we made in the midst of our turmoil. House is falling apart, money is tighter than a rubber band wrapped around your finger too many times, and we decide to get a second dog. Why not? Who needs to refill their coffers? Take a month to enjoy not encountering any new problems? Pshaw! We need an eight week old Sheltie with zero training. That’s how we roll.


  So, after six months of absolute hell, and a wonderful—and insane—new addition to the puppy family, our world finally began to settle into some semblance of hectic normalcy. My wife and I even resumed co-writing our epic fantasy series together. We were so relieved to have survived such a trying time in our marriage, and I’m confident it made us stronger as a couple. It definitely taught me to be a lot handier around the house.


  This life test was what finally helped me to tackle a solo writing project. As proud of the writing/creating I do with my wife, I always wanted to strike out on my own. I never had the drive, but I’ve always had the ambition. I had yet to actually complete a novel all by myself. Writing Icarus in the wake of tragedy seemed right. I set a goal to write the entire story in five months by completing 500 words a day. Every day.


  I did it.


  I guess in some twisted way, I’m glad our house was nearly swallowed whole by the earth. I would’ve rather found my center without the trial-by-fire, but beggars can’t be choosers. I’m thrilled to have accomplished my goal in the face of adversity. As I write this foreword, I’m pleased to announce that I’m already writing book two of the Interstellar Cargo series. No, my car didn’t self-destruct, nor did a shark chew off my leg. I just sat down and started writing Daedalus.


  In your face, Calamity!


  -Matt Verish


  March, 4th 2016


  WHEN IN BIG TROUBLE...


  “Just remember what old Jack Burton does when the earth quakes, the poison arrows fall from the sky, and the pillars of Heaven shake. Yeah, Jack Burton just looks that big old storm right in the eye and says ‘Give me your best shot. I can take it.’ ”


  -Jack Burton


  ICARUS


  PART ONE


  TEST FLIGHT


  ICARUS LOG 001:


  “So, we’re on a collision course with the sun. I never thought I’d say that out loud... Our ship has mysteriously lost all power, and it’s only a matter of time before we use up all of our oxygen. I’d like to say we’re all hoping to be rescued, but the truth is, those actually looking for us want us dead. It’s a hell of a situation.”
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  ICV-71


  Thirteen years of kissing corporate ass, and it’s finally paying off.


  Cole Musgrave stepped onto the lift and ascended toward the ICV platform. Today would be one for the history books. At least in the eyes of the company men and women for whom Cole worked, it was an historic event. SolEx had chosen him over everyone else to lead their experimental Interstellar Cargo Vessel on its maiden voyage into the stars. Thirteen back-breaking years as a driven, overworked company boot-licker might have permanently stained his nose an unflattering brown, but his “dedication” had also paved the way to his coveted position as a test pilot. It was the closest to interstellar travel he would ever get. Even if it meant doing it on a delivery schedule.


  The soft hum of the lift did little to calm Cole’s nerves, and he could feel his palms sweating inside his pristine faux leather gloves. The familiar block lettering of his company, SolEx, on the backs of his gloves stared up at him, and he clenched his fists, creasing the unblemished exterior. He knew all too well he would be tossing these in the trash before the week’s end.


  He glanced over at the suit standing next to him—his big-wig traveling compatriot for the journey. The perfectly pressed slacks, jacket and tie—complete with the company colors and logo—made Cole grin.


  Arthur T. Forester,he mused, recalling an image he had once seen online. That’s not a company approved uniform, Art. Guess you won’t be helping me heft any 200 pound crates today. Not with those pencil-pusher muscles. With a thought, an entire biography appeared before his eyes and Cole scanned the data—dictated by the company, of course—on his high-profile companion. Damn, he’s way younger than me! he thought as he glossed over the man’s—the kid’s—impressive education. Barely out of college and he’s climbing the corporate ladder quicker than a politician. He must have some massive college debt to pay off.


  “I’d very much appreciate it if you wouldstop that incessant creaking.”


  The profile dropped from Cole’s vision, and he forced his hands to stop clenching. He blinked and smiled politely at his superior. “Sorry. Old habit. Just anxious to get underway.”


  Forester gave no reply. It was obvious to Cole that he, too, was enjoying the spoils of NuFi and its endless wonders and pitfalls. He’s probably conspiring onto whose head he needs to step in order to reach his next lofty position. Cole purposely popped a single knuckle and pretended not to notice Forester’s glare. Oh, this launch is going to be great.


  The lift mercifully reached its destination and glided to a halt before a massive bay door. It was immaculate white and sterile, as was most everything inside the S3. Hospitals could only dream of being so clean.


  A quick hiss of unseen hydraulics, and the bay doors parted to reveal a long tunnel to Hangar Zero. Forester slid through the opening and was across the threshold before the doors were completely separated. Cole lazily followed suit, releasing pressure in several more joints at a safe distance. This was new territory for him, and the absence of thrumming accelerator cores and clamoring of infinite packages loading were absent here. It was strangely quiet and altogether unnerving for a place where ships were born.


  Cole’s first footsteps across the polished floor clicked as though he were wearing tap shoes. He could only imagine how much money was wasted on buffing them into mirrors in a room dedicated to experimental spacecraft. Explosions, charring, and chemical leakage were common here. He shook his head and caught up to his zealous “co-pilot” at the end of the tunnel and expected to see the afterlife. Instead he was greeted with a much more impressive site. The tunnel opened out into a domed research facility large enough to easily contain an entire Dreadnought class warship. He supposed it would have to, though the S3’s sheer size never ceased to amaze him.


  Cole kept his head on a swivel as he admired this top secret location. People in company lab coats and jumpsuits milled about on multiple levels, gesticulating like stilted mimes as they undoubtedly discussed schematics through shared NuFi. It was difficult to say if anyone was actually doing anything, or just putting on a show to impress their equally distracted superiors. No one paid him any heed as he continued his stroll toward the prototype ICV. He would’ve snapped a photo of the area to show his buddies down on the lower hangars, but his Ocunet and NuFi access were denied. He had not seen any notification of such a privacy invasion. Getting crafty, SolEx. Next you’ll be capable of digital inception. That was a terrifying thought.


  At the center of the confusion was a solitary object, gleaming beneath the onslaught of lights which showcased it for all involved with the project. This particular “object” was none other than the ICV-71, the sole reason for his promotion. Sleek and equally polished as the floors upon which she rested, the ICV-71 was an impressive work of art and technology. Though the ship was dwarfed by the sheer enormity of the hangar, there was no denying his new craft’s scale. The vessel was a vast improvement over SolEx’s other bulky transports; she was streamlined in all the right places, and inconspicuous because of the dual engines placement to hide the massive cargo hold. It was no mistake that this ship was built to look more like a fighter than a freighter. Interstellar delivery was a dangerous career.


  Send out the former Military guy with a penchant for recklessness, Cole thought as he closed in on his prize. Not that it matters, he considered, recalling from his research that he would essentially be a glorified backup pilot as this new model ICV was purportedly almost completely automated. We’ll see about that, he thought, fully aware that he was about to board a prototype which was most certainly plagued with glitches. There was a reason they sought out a veteran Starforce pilot to oversee the ship safely on its initial journey.


  His brow furrowed as he came within fifty yards of the vessel. Blank canvas! Sure enough, there was a distinct lack of corporate decals applied to her hull, and Cole was instantly suspicious. What sort of test flight was this where company property was without its illustrious logo?


  “Impressive, isn’t it? Forester asked, his gaze upon the ship.


  Cole nodded as he stepped up beside the suit. “Yep. Never thought I’d see anything without the company brand obviously displayed and larger than life.” He smirked. “Maybe it’s on the chassis...” He feigned bending down to glimpse beneath before glancing up to regard Forester’s raised eyebrow.


  “Not an accident.”


  Cole stood up straight, intrigued by Forester’s comment. “Purposely left off?”


  “Purposely hidden,” came the cryptic response. Forester turned away before Cole could press him for any more information.


  “The ICV-71!” came the booming voice of a man from behind. Cole spun to take in the view of a group of suits and lab coats marching their way toward him and Forester. He caught a glimpse of a cute engineer near the front of the pack. “Our newest F-Class cargo vessel!”


  “Is that...?”


  “Our Chief Executive Officer?” Forester finished as though one of the most revered company owners in all the System was not heading in their direction.


  “The Frederich Caliber,” Cole said, and realized that quite possibly the entire C-Suite and several prospective clients were in-tow behind the surprisingly short, balding man. “Fifteen trillion net worth.”


  Forester chuckled exactly how Cole expected a corporate stiff would chuckle. “According to last year’s fiscal numbers.”


  “Sorry I didn’t make it my business to discover the exact depth of one man’s black hole-sized pockets.” Cole rolled his eyes and considered just what he would do if good old Fred accidentally deposited a mere one billion dollars into his savings account. He wondered if NASA would reconsider him for Uncharted.


  Then the company black tie affair was upon him, and Cole’s anxiety returned. He unconsciously began creaking his gloves, and Forester promptly cast him the stink-eye. Cole ignored him and wondered into what he had gotten himself. Am I chartering a first-class soiree to the dark side of the Moon? He truly hoped so.


  “...with a state-of-the-art Dark Matter Processor, and fusion reactor engines concealing the cargo hold...” Caliber continued with his deconstruction of the ICV-71 specs to his entourage. Cole paid him little heed. He had already boned up on the ship’s impressive capabilities. What drew his full attention was the young engineer, her attention solely on, well, nothing.


  She’s surfing the digital star ocean! Cole realized with surprise. He was dying to know what she was researching in the midst of such an important occasion. One of her jet black locks came loose from where her hair was tied haphazardly into a bun. She fussed with the renegade strands before discovering him gawking. Her deep green eyes narrowed before she returned to her NuFi vacation.


  “...is our seasoned captain, Cole Musgrave, our brave test pilot.”


  Cole wrenched his attention away from the engineer and discovered he had a very affluent audience staring expectantly at him. The sun felt much closer than it normally did at that moment. His gloves creaked behind his back in the awkward silence, and he nodded, for it was all he could manage.


  A quick wink and a smile from Caliber, and the sales pitch resumed. Cole relaxed and met Forester’s gaze of approval at keeping quiet and composed. He crossed his eyes and double-creaked his gloves in response. Forester’s smile dropped, and Cole turned back to the commercial, victorious.


  The dog and pony show continued for several more minutes, and Cole thought he recognized a silver lapel pin on a middle-aged woman wearing a sleek, black business dress and gravity-defying stilettos. Triangular in shape, its design was similar to that of recycling arrows, only they were orbiting around a non-descript planet. Terracom, Cole thought with some trepidation. “Harvesting New Worlds,” he murmured, then swallowed hard.


  Forester cast him a knowing glance but did not reprimand him for making a sound. He, too, seemed to exude the slightest bit of anxiety at the sight of the terraforming juggernaut’s presence.


  After the group finished their brief inspection of the ship’s interior, Caliber broke away from the pack and stepped up beside Cole and Forester to offer some parting remarks and seal the deal. Cole wrinkled his nose at the CEO’s acrid cologne, though was pleased to see he was taller than him. Even more pleasing was the sight of the cute engineer making her way toward the trio.


  Interesting.


  Sensing Cole’s penetrating gaze, she gave him a wide berth and stood next to an indifferent Forester. He clenched his gloved hands in response.


  “Dr. Lin Dartmouth is the Senior Engineer over this project,” Caliber began, “and she will be joining captain Musgrave and Operations Director Forester on the ICV’s maiden voyage. Her expertise in cryorganics, nanobiotechnology, and artificial intelligence is unparalleled.” He turned to smile at Lin, whose flawless face remained impassive. “She will be implementing the C.A.I.N. software which will usher a new era of automated delivery.”


  And eventually phase me out, Cole thought with no shortage of disdain.


  Caliber leaned close to Lin and whispered something imperceptible in her ear. She nodded and raised her hands to reveal a formfitting pair translucent haptic gloves. She gazed off into her Ocunet world and gave a few deft flicks and swipes of her fingers to a computer screen only she could access or see. When she finished and glanced up, a transformation had begun to take place behind her.


  Cole stared over his shoulder in awe. “Huh,” was all he could manage. The ICV-71’s outer hull no longer showcased its familiar polished chrome finish. In a blink, the ship’s exterior had altered as though a team of detailers had stopped time and repainted it with the company logo and colors. It was an illusion of some sort, but the effect was so convincing that Cole doubted his eyes.


  “Nearly undetectable stealth and a cloaking system Military could only wish for,” Caliber said with sincere pride. “Multiple preset hull designs...” he gestured to the current design, “...as well as a mimetic learning engine designed to manipulate any current environment for near invisibility.”


  Another flick of Lin’s wrist, and the ship vanished.


  Cole’s jaw fell. Cloaking was nothing new with certain interstellar spacecraft, though the technology had never truly evolved past poorly replicating basic landscapes on stationary objects and military fatigues. Both could easily be spotted from alternate vantages or movement. This, however, was something else entirely. The cloaking system was somehow able to calculate accurate—though not entirely perfect—representations of its surroundings from all angles. Curved areas, recesses, landing gear, glass, everything mimicked convincingly. Unless you were actively searching for the ship, it could easily be overlooked.


  Too impressed to care if he was causing a scene, Cole stepped away to explore the “invisible” ship—walking around it, touching it. Cole blinked repeatedly and rubbed his eyes. Staring at the ship made him slightly dizzy. “You said something about stealth.” The words had tumbled out before he could stop them. He turned and shrugged toward a scowling Forester.


  Caliber arched one eyebrow and his trillion unicred smile widened. “Indeed. The ICV-71’s hull can absorb all manner of detection and allow it to harmlessly pass through and give it the perception of,” he nodded toward the ship, “invisibility.”


  That’ll piss off the pirates, Cole thought, wondering how SolEx acquired such an invaluable feature. If the stealth proved to be legitimate, along with the cloaking, the ICV-71 would be a ghost haunting the stars. He loved it.


  “Let it be known!” Caliber boomed, grabbing everyone’s attention. “On this date, Friday, March 15th, 2216, the next phase of interstellar logistics is born.” He glanced at Cole, Lin, and Forester in turn, and indicated they move closer.


  Photo op, Cole thought as a technician moved to the front of the trillionaires club and raised his hand to draw everyone’s attention to the camera drone hovering beside him. Cole grunted when the rancid cologne stabbed his sinuses from close proximity to Caliber. Smiling was now an impossibility.


  “The Milky Way in a Day!” came Caliber’s infamous motto.


  A quick flash forever etched Cole into the annals of SolEx logistical history. Hands were vigorously shaken, leather gloves and all, and the forced pleasantries reached a climax. Caliber had already rejoined his equals by the time Cole had finished furiously rubbing his nose. Forester sighed, but it was apparent from his watery eyes that he too had suffered the same nasal affront.


  “Good luck to you all,” Caliber said to the trio standing before the ICV-71. “We look forward to rendezvousing with you at Terracom 3’s exoplanet in the Kepler-452b system.”


  “Maybe they can hop a ride in the cargo hold with us and save the company on fuel,” Cole said to no one in particular after the suit stampede was out of earshot. “It’s the SolEx way, you know.” He nudged the air by Forester’s elbow.” Let’s go see if there are any spare fold-out chairs in a closet on board.”


  “He was the ultimate selection?”


  Cole’s eyes brightened at being described as “ultimate”, and he turned toward the source of the dulcet tones of a disgusted Lin Dartmouth. Sexy. Even if she already hates me.


  “Crude behavior aside, his impeccable attendance, company dedication, and Starforce service is quite impressive,” Forester said tightly.


  Cole paused a few paces away from the loading ramp. “I didn’t catch a positive adjective to describe my time in the military.” He grinned and gestured with an exaggerated flourish for his passengers to board the ICV-71.


  Lin blinked several times before turning to Forester, who simply shook his head and strode forward. The late twenty-something Operations Director stopped beside Cole and clasped his hands behind his back. “Shall we go and meet your replacement?”


  Cole glanced up the ramp, and thumbed in the ship’s direction. “Someone already aboard?”


  The slightest twinge of a smirk flirted with the corner of Forester’s mouth. “Hm.”


  Cole mock saluted his superior then turned to Lin. “You packing light too, Doc?”


  The dark-haired engineer seemed caught off-guard by the question, and she immediately slipped into the Ocunet and tapped a few keys of her imaginary keyboard. A smooth melodic hum of piano notes sounded from behind her, and a small nondescript cube—which must have been hovering close behind her—gently drifted to her front and softly landed in the palm of her hand. She tucked away the mysterious object and silently stalked past a bemused Cole who said nothing.


  When they were aboard and out of sight, Cole let out a tense sigh, his eyes tightly shut. He slammed a gloved fist into his palm and took a deep breath before jogging up the ramp toward his destiny.


  2


  LAUNCH


  Nothing beat the smell of a new cargo vessel. Cole had been fortunate enough to pilot a couple over his tenure, but none as exceptional as the ICV-71. He relished the scent of faux leather, a hint of lubricant oil, an indeterminate breeze of ozone, and... Is that wood? He slowly worked his way through his ship’s bow, just in front of the of the cargo hold, dragging his gloved fingertip across the smooth, aluminum walls. The hallway terminated at a recessed lift. It was open, inviting.


  Guess they’re already waiting for me on the bridge, Cole thought with slight irritation. Were they so easily jaded by master craftsmanship? He stepped inside, and a woman’s soothing voice recited his options of “Cargo Hold” and “Bridge”.


  “The Bar,” Cole said with a stupid grin. Nothing happened, as was expected. “You must be related to Forester,” he said, shaking his head. He further considered the two choices and muttered, “Bridge?”


  The door slid closed and Cole’s knees nearly buckled as the lift rocketed up toward its destination. Instinct forced him to grab the railing for support, though the stop was smoother than he anticipated.


  “Bridge,” she replied in her sing-song voice.


  “Damn, woman!” Cole shouted. “I was kidding about you being related....”


  “It seems to be something at which you excel,” Forester said, finishing the hanging comment. He leaned stiffly against the doorway and crossed his arms at the sight of Cole gripping the railing and rubbing his head. “Are you certain you’re capable handling this launch?”


  Cole lightly banged the meat of his fist on the lift wall. “If seventy-one is anything like this lift, we might just shoot straight into the next universe.” He laughed and gave Forester a friendly swat on his perfectly pressed jacket sleeve as he headed off the lift. Out of the corner of his eye, amber light caught his attention. He altered his course from the bridge to the source of the illumination.


  Oh, yes.


  Behind the lift was a spacious setting fit for an admiral and his elite. The room consisted of two posh areas. Part mess hall, part lounge, the well-lit area brought a genuine smile to Cole’s face. He wagged his finger knowingly at the inviting enclosure. “I’ll be back to investigate you later,” he promised.


  “A wise decision,” Forester said, indicating the cockpit with a tilt of his head.


  Cole snapped his fingers and pointed at him. He said nothing and walked past his youthful superior, making a B-line for the bridge. As Cole slowed to acknowledge the elephant in the room, he clapped his hands loudly, startling a deeply focused Lin.


  “It’s not a bridge,” he announced as though a complex mystery had suddenly been solved. He admired the two comfy flight chairs positioned in front of the control panel, ignoring a pair of smoldering eyes. “This is a cockpit,” he explained, squeezing the plush leather. Armrests! “SolEx sure loves to flaunt their infinite funds.”


  Lin exhaled and turned back to her work at the console. Cole continued his assessment, gliding his fingers across the manual navigational controls. He located the source of the wood scent; parts of the console were inlaid with a rich, dark grain. “A true bridge would be closer to the top of a much larger vessel—let’s say a Corvette—and helmed by a crew of ten or more.” He slowly eased his backside into his throne.


  “Careful not to bruise your tailbone, Musgrave,” Forester said.


  Cole leaned back, and sighed, content. “You need to try this, Art.”


  “Arthur,” Forester stressed. “Please refer to me by my full name if you must address me.” The director’s dress shoes clinked on the metal floor as he approached. “And this is an inappropriate time to recline—”


  “Too late.”


  Forester paused. “You know what I mean, Captain.”


  “Cole sat forward, and glanced up at the suit. Kid talks like a seventy year-old college professor. “ ‘Captain,’ ” he said, trying it out for the first time. It tasted good in his mouth. “Yeah, that’s me.”


  Forester ignored the comment and turned to Lin. Cole could’ve sworn he’d seen the director’s eye twitch. He followed the suit’s gaze toward the engaged engineer. She had, at some point, moved into the co-pilot’s seat to continue whatever it was she was doing to the console interface.


  “Sorry,” Cole said, thumbing in her direction. “Ladies first. Guess you’ll have to experience the comfy chair on the trip back.”


  “Dr. Dartmouth,” Forester addressed her. “Is everything to your satisfaction with the software?”


  Lin turned partway in his direction and gave a subtle nod.


  Cole’s brow furrowed at the awkward exchange. “Not the talkative type, I see,” he said to Lin, hoping to disconnect the engineer from her virtual tether.


  “She’s mute,” Forester stated, as though it were obvious.


  “Is that how company executives refer to shy engineers?” Cole asked. “You’re making my point for me from earlier, Art...thur.”


  “It’s a fact,” Forester said, exasperated. “And I insist that we get this operation underway.”


  Cole raised his hands in mock submission. He looked at an uncomfortable Lin. “Alright, but I clearly heard you speak outside the ship.”


  “I spoke through this,” said the familiar dulcet tones Cole had heard outside the ship. The fist-sized cube he had seen in her hand rose from the console and hovered next to her head. The same piano notes emitted from the object, and swirls of reds, purples, and blues traced along its dull surface. “My Rook.”


  A genuine smile crept onto Cole’s face as he admired the device. The words had come from the cube, her “Rook”, but they sounded so human that he could easily think she had uttered them. “Wow...”


  Lin had already returned to her virtual macramé by the time Cole thought to say anything else. There was a story behind that silent face, and he vowed to uncover it on the journey to Terracom 3.


  “Now that we are all properly acquainted,” Forester said, “Shall we commence with the launch?”


  Brought back from his reverie, Cole’s eyes lit, and he leaned toward the controls, but held his hands just shy of touching them. “Sorry,” he apologized to no one in particular. “Almost forgot that I’m only here as an experienced back-up pilot to my,” he cast Forester a fleeting glance, “replacement.”


  Forester sighed, and faced Lin. “Dr. Dartmouth, please initiate CAIN.”


  Lin nodded and accessed the Ocunet. She hesitated and breathed a tense sigh before pressing an invisible button. Her Rook drifted over top of the console and paused above a small circular screen no bigger than itself and began to gyrate. It picked up speed, and a soft white light began to glow in intensity where none had been before. As the cube spun faster, Cole could feel a small breeze coming from it. The revolutions were so quick, it seemed to become spherical.


  Then there was sudden darkness, followed by a deep bass thump which shook the entirety of the ship. Her Rook dropped like a stone atop the console and fell to the floor. Nobody spoke; nobody breathed. Cole blinked, uncertain what to think. Was this part of the sequence, or had the software malfunctioned during the initiation process? As a few excruciating seconds passed with sustained silence and a complete lack of power, his hands began to fidget. Creak, creak, creak... He immediately ceased his nervous antic and looked out the front viewport and witnessed something unexpected.


  A power outage? he thought, confounded. With the exception of the backup generators keeping exits and a few terminals lit, S3 had gone black.


  “Are you two seeing this—?”


  Forester shushed him, and Cole grudgingly obliged, though he was not certain why. Only a few seconds ago everyone had been talking. Was their collective silence going to somehow elicit a reboot? Then he saw it....


  A soft green light, no larger than an illuminated diode, had lit inside the circle. The point sat unmoving, almost as though it was waiting. Or staring, Cole thought, though he had no reason to think such a thing.


  <Where am I?>


  The voice—neither male nor female—had come from every direction. The light trembled ever so slightly on the console, though the question still hung, unanswered. Cole spun back toward a lime-lit Forester. The young director’s face was blank, his lips slightly parted. He turned toward Lin, though without her Rook, she truly was mute. Her crestfallen expression confirmed his thoughts.


  <Where am I?>


  The monotone voice sounded as though it was inside his head. Maybe it was. He shrugged and plunged head-first into the unknown. “The ICV-71,” he answered, surprised by his timidity. “Interstellar Cargo Vessel seventy-one.”


  The panel flashed before resuming its familiar point state. Lin bent down to retrieve her Rook and stared hopelessly at the device. Cole frowned, sympathetic.


  <Why am I here?>


  “Uh...” Cole said, uncertain how to respond to the age-old philosophical question. He assumed a company computer program would expect a simple response, something Fredrick Caliber would say. “To...” Another thought occurred to him when Lin gazed at him with desperate eyes. “To learn.”


  Forester stirred, and Cole could feel the suit’s vacant eyes boring into the back of his skull. Another flash preceded the director’s potential reprimand.


  <Who is my maker?>


  “Dr. Lin Dartmouth,” Cole answered. I love trivia!


  <Are you Dr. Lin Dartmouth?>


  “Well, no.”


  <Do you speak on my maker’s behalf?>


  The flashes were getting brighter, and Cole’s hands were sweating harder. “Not exactly.”


  < ‘Not exactly.’ > No flash. <Who are you?>


  Your captain, Cole thought, but answered with, “Your friend.”


  The point of light quivered. <You are my friend?>


  “Sure,” Cole said, confident. He winked at a jealous Lin and ignored Forester’s firm hand on his shoulder. “I’m Cole Musgrave, your friend and captain.”


  A brilliant flash of emerald pulsated throughout the cabin. When everyone’s momentary blindness faded, the ship’s power was fully restored. The green point at the center of the console had grown to fully encompass the circular screen. Now it was a brilliant neon green with hundreds of tiny silvery flecks floating aimlessly within.


  <I am CAIN.>


  Cole blinked, momentarily stunned. “Nice to meet you, Cain.”


  Lin’s Rook was alive once more, and the cube floated above her hand. Cole was nearly swept away by her wave of relief. Her free hand quickly tapped numerous areas on each of the eight sides until the familiar piano notes and color swirls encircled it once more. She seemed satisfied, though her relief vanished as she began furiously waving, swiping, typing and flicking her haptic gloved hands. She—rather, her Rook—sighed when she finished her myriad of gestures.


  <Protocol update,> CAIN said.


  “You didn’t implement the necessary procedures before initiation?” Forester demanded of Lin as though he had not been silent the entirety of the blackout.


  “The A.I. construct is unable to accept any company directives until nascent conception,” she muttered, still engrossed with the Ocunet.


  “Nasal inception,” Cole said, rotating his chair toward Forester. “There you have it.”


  “Is CAIN online?” Forester asked, ignoring Cole.


  <Yes,> CAIN answered. <I am awaiting the captain’s orders.>


  Forester nodded stiffly. “Good. Ready the launch sequence, Dr. Dartmouth.”


  Lin nodded, swiping open air.


  <I am awaiting the captain’s orders,> CAIN repeated.


  Cole’s brow raised, and he tried but failed to hide his smirk. He spun his chair back around, about to speak. He reconsidered and reclined in his leather throne, deciding to see how this little power struggle would ensue.


  Lin glanced over at Cole and narrowed her eyes. She knew what he was thinking, and so she straightened and threw a new sequence of wrist flicks and finger taps to open space. She gave a satisfied humph and sat back.


  <Override denied,> the AI said. <I am awaiting the captain’s orders.>


  Lin blinked. Cole leaned forward to assist, but she blocked him with a flat palm in front of his face. She took a breath and raised her delicate chin. “CAIN, I am your maker. My name is Dr. Lin Dartmouth.”


  <I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Maker.>


  Lin seemed somewhat relieved. “As your maker, I ask that you allow me the authority to access your internal CPU.”


  <Permission denied,> CAIN said. <I am awaiting the captain’s orders.>


  “This is ridiculous!” Forested said, aggravated. “Why will the program not allow you access?”


  Lin could only shrug.


  <I am CAIN,> the AI explained. <Captain, I await your order.>


  Did that big green dot just correct Forester? Cole wondered. Artificial Intelligence, indeed. He looked at Lin, who gestured both hands toward him, signifying defeat. That’s right, I’m the captain.


  “Seems Cain, here, only trusts his good friend Captain Cole Musgrave,” Cole said with a healthy amount of snark. “You can trust your maker.” He thumbed back at Forester. “But this guy is trouble.”


  Forester gave a disgusted sigh.


  <Understood, Captain,> CAIN said, and the green light flashed.


  Jealousy was written all over Lin’s face. The engineer opened her mouth to speak, but was interrupted by her creation.


  <Why did you not speak, Maker?>


  This question caught everyone off guard. It was a simple question, but the complexity behind its meaning was significant. Lin’s mouth was hanging slightly agape.


  “She couldn’t, Cain,” Cole answered in her silence. “She’s mute. Her method of communication was offline when she initiated your...well, you.”


  There was bout of silence, and Cole could’ve sworn CAIN was pondering his words.


  <How may I be of service, Maker?>


  Lin mouthed a “thank you” to Cole. “CAIN. I wish for you to enact your protocol update and allow me access to your internal CPU.”


  <Captain?>


  Cole stared, genuinely freaked out. What doesn’t Cain trust about this update? He faced both Lin and Forester. “What is this ‘protocol’?”


  “A failsafe,” Lin said, and Forester nodded. “Designed for protection,” she continued, pleading her case, “in the event of a malfunction.”


  “Why couldn’t you install this update to the AI construct prior to initiation?” Cole asked.


  Lin seemed genuinely impressed. “It would have retarded CAIN’s ability for cognitive thinking.”


  Forester glared hard at Lin and turned his back to her. Cole frowned, confused. “Will post implementation affect Cain’s ability to learn?”


  “No.” There was no hesitation in her voice. “The software will assimilate the update and compile the data into its intellectual network algorithm unhindered.”


  “Um... “So Cain will continue to learn unhindered,” Cole surmised.


  “Correct.”


  “You heard the good doctor, Cain!” Cole announced, clapping his gloves hands. “The update is safe, sound, and secure.”


  There was another lengthy pause, before CAIN answered with, <Permission granted.>


  Cole gestured toward the console, but smiled at Lin. “It’s all a matter of trust, Doc.”


  Lin’s brow furrowed, and she looked nervously at her hands and the expectant green glow that was CAIN. She took a resolved breath and slipped into her creation’s CPU.


  <Protocol successfully updated,> CAIN said.


  The rigidity in Lin’s shoulders immediately lessened. “Thank you, CAIN.”


  No reply, Cole noticed with a bit of concern. “How about we initiate that launch sequence, Mister Cryorganic Artificially Intelligent Nanobiotechnology” He pretended not to notice Lin staring at him. That’s right. I studied.


  <I prefer ‘CAIN’, Captain.>


  Cole laughed aloud. “Sorry, buddy. Just showing off.” He looked over his shoulder at a stone-faced Forester. “Unless you want to stand the entire way the Terracom 3, Arthur, I suggest you check the closet for one of those fold out chairs I mentioned.”


  <Launch sequence initiated,> CAIN announced, and the ship shuddered, followed by a heavy metallic thud as though something had slammed into them. Forester nearly tipped over, and he gripped the back of Cole’s chair with a grunt. <Automated pushback engaged with ICV-71. Lift approach has commenced.> There was a screeching lurch as the massive vessel and its mobile platform began the approach to the launch bay.


  Cole had not even noticed that power had returned to the S3. He looked ahead as the pushback led the ship along a lined path leading toward the lift. So far, so good...for my replacement. He gazed longingly at the retracted manual controls, wondering if he would ever actually lay a gloved hand on them.


  Lin, still immersed in Ocunet, swatted away an imaginary fly and turned back toward Forester. Cole followed her gaze to where a rectangular section of the floor was separating to reveal a flattened chair which raised up and assembled beside Forester.


  “I meant the basement,” Cole said to Forester, gesturing to the seat. “Not the closet.” He met the director’s gaze, which was unreadable. Corporate stiffs must get a lobotomy as part of their training, he thought, turning around and shaking his head.


  The rest of the long, slow trip to the lift and then the launch bay was all business and expectedly uneventful. Sequences were dutifully announced by CAIN, a battery of complex diagnostic tests were introduced to the budding AI by both Forester and Lin. Much to their delight, they were satisfied by the swift speed and expert precision at which CAIN performed. The sole piece of cargo was confirmed to be secured, and the unnecessarily complex security system and abundant repair androids—all automated—were made operational. When “Disabled Weapons” were addressed, Cole was roused from his checklist stupor.


  “I know I heard ‘weapons’,” Cole said, eyeing both Forester and Lin. “I was under the impression the seventy-one line wasn’t slated for offensive capabilities.”


  “It isn’t,” Forester said, still engaged with his procedure checklist. “But this is the prototype—a very expensive prototype SolEx wishes to keep protected on this journey to Terracom 3. Live weaponry is on board, though it will be removed upon our return.”


  “Wait!” Cole said, amazed by what he was hearing. “This baby’s hot?” He smacked the console for emphasis.


  “There’s no need to concern yourself with thoughts of galactic warfare and heroics, Captain,” Forester said, finally meeting Cole’s gaze. “Our journey will be direct, brief, and free of pilfering pirates.”


  “But you just said...” Cole turned away, grinning.


  Forester hesitated before answering. “One can never be too careful on a mission as important as this.”


  Lin shot Forester a quick icy glance before returning to her diagnostic deluge. Cole wondered at their bizarre interactions. There was a familiarity between the two, though the cold rift they shared was unusual.


  <Approaching launch bay,> CAIN announced.


  The trio ceased their activities in time to watch as the lift slowly raised the ICV-71 up into a near-empty launch bay. Most of the other cargo vessels had already headed out of the massive hub for delivery service. The timing was done by design to bring as little attention as possible to the prototype. Cole felt as though he was about to embark on a secret mission to safely transport all five presidents of the United System.


  The lift continued to raise until it doubled as a launching platform, then slowed to a gentle halt. <Destination reached,> CAIN said, breaking the silence. <All systems are a go. Ready for launch.>


  Cole stared out the gargantuan bay door into infinite space. This is it! Suddenly the thirteen years of rebuilding his destroyed bridge to the stars had been realized. All of the difficult years of giving the whole of himself to SolEx had been worth it. The galaxy was his celestial oyster.


  They were cleared for launch, and CAIN promptly commenced start-up by regulating the proper power ratio to the fusion reactor. The ICV-71 roared to life, the thrumming engines music to Cole’s ears.


  <I have plotted our course for the Terracom 3 exoplanet in the Kepler-452b system, Captain,> CAIN said, fully demonstrating how useless human pilots would soon be. <I await your order.>


  Cole smiled despite his reservations. “Let’s take her out, Cain.”


  The order was acknowledged, the ship rumbled as power built, and the trio braced for launch.


  But nothing happened.
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  INSPECTION


  At first no one did or said anything, allowing for the possibility of a delay. As the seconds ticked by, however, an uncomfortable silence filled the bridge. Something was wrong.


  Cole cleared his throat. “Um, is everything alright, Cain?”


  <I am fine, Captain,> the AI answered, much to everyone’s relief.


  Cole shared a look with Lin, who could not hide her concern. She immediately slipped into Ocunet and began troubleshooting. Her Rook flashed red and played a few ominous notes before hovering over the glowing green light in the panel.


  “Are we ready for launch?” Cole asked.


  <Yes. I await your order.>


  Cole’s brow furrowed. Uh oh... “I already gave that order, Cain.”


  There was a pause before CAIN answered with, <My apologies, Captain.>


  Another pause, followed by nothing. Cole turned back to Lin, who could only shrug, her face intense with concentration as she flicked, swiped, and tapped her way to a solution.


  “What is the matter?” Forester asked no one in particular. His even tone could not conceal his underlying frustration with this sudden complication.


  Cole spun his chair around. “Do you want the obvious answer, or a made up one?”


  “We don’t have time for this!” Forester said, his youthful visage aging considerably with his anger. “We are expected.”


  Lin sighed, her hands dropping onto her lap. Her Rook drifted away from the console and resumed its placed beside her. “I can find no corruptions with the CPU or its software,” she said, clearly perplexed.


  “Cain,” Cole said.


  <Yes, Captain?>


  “Why are we still docked?”


  <I am awaiting your order.>


  Cole blinked. “I already gave you the order to launch...twice.”


  <My apologies, Cap—>


  “You don’t need to apologize,” Cole interrupted. “I—we—need you to initiate the launch. That’s an order.”


  <I understand,> CAIN said, but the ship remained idle, the engines aching to erupt.


  Understand what? Cole thought, leaning back in his chair and rubbing his chin. As he opened his mouth to try another approach, the manual controls extended from the console and folded out in front of him in an inviting manner. Huh.


  “Cain,” Cole said, eagerly eyeing the controls. “Are you incapable of proceeding with the launch?”


  <I am awaiting you order.>


  “Display cargo hold,” Cole requested, testing a hypothesis. He was not left disappointed as a stationary shot of the solitary item of transport opened as a translucent image on the viewport screen. Well, Cain hasn’t mutinied quite yet. “Cain. Is there a particular keyword or phrase I need to utter in order for you to commence flight?”


  <I am versed in all forms of vernacular dealing with interstellar travel.>


  “Then why are we still grounded?”


  <I simply await your order, Captain.>


  And artificial intelligence fails the Turing test yet again! Cole reached for the controls.


  “What are you doing?” Forester asked.


  “What I was asked to do in case this very situation arose,” Cole answered, grabbing the center stick. The apparatus easily adjusted to fit his needs. He familiarized himself with the controls, sliding his hands along the sleek design and committing to memory all of the necessary buttons and levers. He sniffed. “No offense, Cain, but I’m taking command of the vessel. Relinquish all controls and switch to manual flight.”


  <Understood, Captain,> CAIN said, a tone sounding from the console. <Manual flight enacted.>


  “Thanks, buddy,” Cole said, locking his seat into place and ramping up vertical thrusters. “Stay vigilant, Cain. I might need to call on you for assistance as this is my first time taking this ship out.” If you’re even capable.


  <Of course.>


  The ICV-71 shuddered as it lifted from the platform. Cole smiled. “And don’t be afraid to let the good Dr. Dartmouth continue her little...inquiry. She’s here to help.”


  Cole was too engrossed to recognize CAIN’s lack of response. He sent confirmation to Command of their departure, and the launch signal was displayed. Cole cracked his neck. “Don’t worry, Arthur,” he said, gripping both the yoke and throttle. “I’ll get us to Terracom 3 in one piece and with time to spare. We wouldn’t want to keep Caliber and his cronies waiting.”


  “And how shall I explain our little software error once we arrive?” Forester asked.


  “I’m sure you’ll think of something. That’s what SolEx pays you the big credits for.”


  The ship lurched, and they were rocketing into space. The ICV-71 broke the threshold of the launch bay and it immediately banked left. SolEx Space Station appearing in their field of vision, looming beneath them like a small metallic moon. Despite its sheer enormity, S3 was dwarfed by the former red goliath: Mars. The shimmering points of light on its ever-flourishing surface indicated the success of Terracom’s first true terraformation of an exoplanet. Cole looked disgustedly away from his “home” planet and focused ahead toward the cold black reaches of the unknown. He set a course toward their jump point, checked the impact detector, and locked in the coordinates.


  “It’s gonna to be a bit before we make the transition,” Cole said, unlocking and rotating his chair in between his two passengers “Mankind: One. Automaton: Zero.”


  “We have a serious problem with which to contend,” Forester said, directing his words toward Lin. “Dr. Dartmouth?”


  Lin slipped out of Ocunet, her haptic hands falling limp, defeated. “I’m at a loss,” she said, exasperated. She breathed a frustrated sigh and hooked stray strands behind her flushed ears. “I cannot locate the source of the complication. In fact,” she began, briefly meeting Forester and Cole’s gaze, “there is no sign of corruption.”


  Forester took a breath and straightened in his seat. “So the software initiation was a success.”


  Lin’s face screwed up, her eyes searching for a proper response. She seemed to find solace in the neon glow on the console. “CAIN has only just become self-aware. I can only theorize that full cognition has yet to be established.”


  “You’re welcome,” Cole said, holding out both hands, palms up. “Gratitude is acceptable, but I prefer gratuity. You can send donations to—”


  “How long until we reach the Gateway for jump?” Forester interrupted.


  “A few minutes,” Cole said, clasping his hands together and facing the flustered engineer. “Just enough time for me to acknowledge the asteroid in the room.”


  “You’re referring to CAIN,” Lin said.


  “No,” Cole said flatly. “Your ‘protocol update’.” He added air quotes with his fingers.


  “A necessary company regulation implement designed to assist CAIN’s learning focus,” came her technical answer.


  “Or impede it.”


  “Captain Musgrave,” Lin said, her voice icy through her Rook. “Are you accusing me of sabotaging my own creation?”


  “Of course not,” Cole said, eyes widening. “Did you design the update, or were you instructed to install it post ‘nascent conception’ by your superiors?”


  Lin did not respond.


  Thought so.


  “Engineering is none of your concern, Musgrave,” Forester said, taking command of the discussion. “Neither is troubleshooting artificial intelligence.”


  “Hey!” Cole said, feigning insult. “I was only trying to help. Cain’s ‘Maker’ is at a loss, so I thought I’d provide an outsider’s perspective.”


  “Regardless,” Lin said, “CAIN processed the protocol update with no visible corruption. The problem must stem from a design flaw in the AI software.”


  Cole shrugged. This conversation was above him, but something about CAIN’s response to the update troubled him. “Is it possible he’s purposely disobeying?”


  “Nonsense,” Forester said, clearly annoyed with the continuation of the conversation.


  “Why?” Cole asked. “Doc said it herself; Cain’s self-aware.”


  <I am, Captain.> CAIN concurred.


  Cole gestured toward the console as though the AI’s comment validated his claim.


  “There’s a wide gap between stating and showcasing,” Forester said, unimpressed.


  <We have arrived at the SolEx Interstellar Gateway,> Cain announced, ending the conversation.


  All eyes faced the main viewport and gazed upon the approaching station. The Interstellar Gateway was a massive ring-like hub, capable of encircling all manner and sizes of vessels. It was the final border checkpoint before ships could jump legally. An inspection was imminent for the ICV-71 and her precious cargo.


  They docked with the hub, and Cole returned automation back to CAIN. He knew any company inspectors sweeping the ship would check to make sure that all was structurally sound, cargo was appropriately listed, and navigation controls were free of corruption. He gambled that Lin’s scan of CAIN’s software would list as clear. He also hoped that the corporate bigwigs notified the gateway to go easy on this particular run.


  <Connection established with Gateway mainframe,> CAIN said. <Inspection has commenced.> A pause and, <Boarding in process.>


  “Dammit,” Cole said, slouching in his chair. So much for smooth sailing.


  “Did you actually believe SolEx would overlook us because of the nature of our trip?” Forester asked, reading Cole’s mind exactly. He continued without waiting for an answer. “We will abide by all codes of conduct.”


  “You must’ve had a really dull childhood, Arthur,” Cole said, staring up at the ceiling. When he did not receive a response, he looked back to see the director smiling, a hint of a mischief in his cold gray eyes. He raised his brow and turned to Lin, but she was staring at her hands folded in her lap.


  <Access granted to Cargo Bay,> CAIN said. <Manifest addendum.>


  “What?” Cole said, sitting up straight. “That doesn’t make any sense. Since when do gateway inspectors allow additional cargo?” He frowned when no one answered. “You know anything about this?” He asked Forester.


  “I am aware, yes.”


  Cole’s frown deepened as he turned back toward the director. “You could’ve informed me. I know I’m just a lowly backup pilot to you, but I take this job seriously.” He sighed, frustrated. And why is there additional cargo being added at our jump point? He wondered.


  <Cargo cleared and secured,> CAIN said.


  “Cain,” Cole said, a thought occurring to him. “Give me a detailed account of our new cargo.”


  <Yes, Captain.>


  “Must you?” Forester asked, perturbed. “Our inspector will be with us presently.


  “Yeah, and I’d like to know what was stowed away before I question him about it.” Cole’s eyes focused on the image projected on the viewport. “ ‘Classified’ ?” He shook his head, confused. “That will never fly with Customs. Give me a detailed visual of the Cargo Bay, Cain.”


  “That won’t be necessary,” Forester said, his tone even.


  <Access granted to Bridge,> CAIN announced, ignoring Cole’s request.


  All attention turned to the lone figure stepping out of the lift. He was not a “he” at all. A tall, lean middle-aged woman made her way toward the trio with an imposing militaristic cadence. Much like Forester, the inspector was clean-cut and all business. There was no warmth in those cold, penetrating eyes that settled upon Cole.


  “Captain Musgrave, I presume,” she said, her voice softer than Cole had expected. That made him nervous.


  “Yes,” he said, standing.


  “I am Inspector Emmerich,” she said, not slowing her advance. When she was a few paces from him, she drew her sidearm and pointed it directly at his face. “I am taking command of this ship.”
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  RADICALS


  “I believe you heard me, Captain,” Inspector Emmerich said in a grave tone.


  In one fluid motion, Cole’s reflexes had him lunging toward Inspector Emmerich, swatting away her weapon with his hand, latching onto her arm with the other, and dislocating her shoulder. Her sharp cry was silenced as she was flipped face-first onto the bridge floor. He kept her pinned there, ignoring her grunts.


  “Cain!” Cole shouted. “Activate Lockdown! We have an attempted hijacking in progress! Alert security on the Gateway!” He shoved his knee into the inspector’s back to keep her from struggling free.


  <Permission denied per protocol, Captain. My apologies.>


  Cole’s stomach flipped, and he broke out in a cold sweat. He gawked at the console, unable to speak. That was when he felt something cold and unyielding press into the back of his skull. He went as still as a cadaver, his eyes the only part of him able to function. He saw a forlorn Lin, and Forester’s empty chair.


  “No one can hear you, Musgrave,” the director said, pressing the muzzle of the weapon painfully tight against his head. “I suggest you remove yourself from Inspector Emmerich before I do something I’ll regret.”


  “What are you doing?” Cole asked, his voice strangely calm.


  “I’m telling you to step away from my associate,” Forester said, his tone hard. “I won’t ask you again.”


  I can take him out, Cole thought, weighing his options. He relaxed his vice grip on the inspector, but before he could enact a second heroic feat, Emmerich—dislocated shoulder and all—jumped far too quickly to her feet for someone in her fifties, and brought her elbow down upon the back of Cole’s neck. He dropped, his world blurry.


  The inspector wiped her hand across her face, her palm coming away with blood. She set her broken nose with a wince and walked over to the wall into which she promptly slammed her shoulder, popping it back into place. She swore loudly and clenched her fists.


  “You won’t be swimming for a few months,” Cole said, stumbling to his feet. His vision swam, and his body moved as though in quicksand. Not optimal for dodging plastol bursts.


  Emmerich advanced on Cole to even the score, but a quick, high-pitched sound akin to stone striking steel stopped her cold. A bright smoldering burn mark separated them, and the inspector rounded on Forester with murder in her eyes.


  <Unauthorized weapon discharge on the bridge,> CAIN announced. <Arthur T. Forester recognized as the offender. Incident report logged.>


  “Thanks, Cain,” Cole mocked, dropping to one knee and rubbing his neck. “That report ought to come in handy. Never mind we’re being internally hijacked.”


  “We need him unmolested,” Forester said to Emmerich. “The AI is not functioning properly,” he added in a quieter voice, and the inspector glowered at Lin.


  “I could really use a stiff massage....”


  “Shut. Your. Mouth!” Emmerich’s voice was a thunderclap. In the ensuing silence, she composed herself as best she could. Dried blood remained in her nostril, a dark bruise already settling in the tissue. She ran a tense hand through her short-cropped silver hair and straightened her back and shoulders with another cringe. A deep breath relaxed her taut face, and a shred of calm dignity seemed to return to her battered exterior.


  She turned toward Forester and reclaimed the sidearm. When she faced Cole, she kept a couple extra steps distance from him, her weapon lowered. “I misjudged you, Captain,” She said, her voice stuffy thanks to Cole’s takedown. “It was a mistake to point my sidearm at you.” She shook her head. “Never underestimate a soldier, no matter how many years removed they are from service.” The last statement was directed more toward herself.


  Cole opened his mouth to speak, but Emmerich shook her head in warning. He closed his mouth, though he wondered if he was in any real danger after what Forester had said. Instead he sat back and continued to rub the base of his neck, hoping for some sort of elaboration. He was not left disappointed.


  “This situation isn’t ideal, but we had no other choice,” Emmerich said. “You were chosen for a reason.”


  Cole frowned. Chosen? Chosen to aid a couple of terrorists? I really need to update my resume. He looked past both Forester and Emmerich to where Lin still sat in the co-pilot chair, facing away, her head down. He wondered whether or not she a willing part of the coup.


  “Why?”


  Emmerich stared hard at him before speaking. “Your brother is a notorious criminal, your parents are both deceased, and you have a checkered past with the United System Starforce.”


  Cole shrugged. “Yeah, that’s pretty accurate.”


  “I also served under your mother,” she said wryly.


  “That’s unfortunate,” Cole said, shaking his head and immediately regretting doing so. “That explains your attitude, and this,” he gestured around him, “cockamamie coup.”


  “You’re hardly one to talk, Musgrave,” Emmerich replied. Before Cole could reply, she added, “A coup this may be, but it is in your best interest to hear me out before you attempt another unnecessary rescue.”


  “ ‘My best interest’ ?” Cole repeated, the words foul tasting in his mouth. “How does a gun in my face, the hijacking of a company prototype vessel, and your pending blackmail speech benefit me?”


  “Who said anything about our mission benefitting you?” Emmerich asked, walking in a circle around Cole. “Make no mistake, Musgrave, you have no room for negotiation in this venture.” She stopped. “But I can promise you that we will all come away from this unscathed—perhaps even as heroes—when you lend us your specialized services.”


  We? Cole’s head was throbbing now. “Look. What makes any of you people think you’ll be able to complete your mission—whatever that is—let alone undock from the Gateway without alerting all of SolEx security?”


  Emmerich gave a steely smile. “You forget my position.” She indicated her uniform. “The ICV-71 passed inspection, and I’ve cleared us for launch. No one will question me since this particular vessel is a prototype on its maiden voyage.”


  Oh.


  “Our Director of Operations is reputed amongst his colleagues and is expected to present at Terracom 3. My Senior Engineer for the CAIN project is the pride of the company.” She indicated Lin and Forester while keeping her attention on Cole. “We are respectable, upstanding members of Solar System Express.”


  Cole nodded, resting his arms on his knees. “And I’m a smart-mouthed, brown-nosing, dishonorably discharged Starforce pilot with a gangster brother.” His mouth twisted. “My word against yours...and whatever else you have hanging over my head I don’t know about.”


  Emmerich nodded.


  Cole took a deep breath, tapping his kneecaps like drums. Then a realization struck him. “What exactly are we delivering?”


  “A bomb,” Forester said.


  Cole’s gaze shifted between the two of them. “So, you’re terrorists.”


  Emmerich scowled at the term. “And Terracom is a philanthropic corporation ‘Harvesting New Worlds’ for the greater good.” She spat on the floor. “We are rebels, if you must put a label to us and our cause.”


  Radicals, more like it, Cole thought, starting to understand. Terracom was an abhorrent entity, but he never would have thought anyone—especially people in the corporate sector—with so much to lose—would throw away their lives for such a futile cause.


  “What are you looking to take out with your bomb?”


  “Their Terraport.”


  That’s suicide, Cole thought, flabbergasted. We have a better chance of colonizing the Sun. “If I refuse, you kill me. If I help you succeed, I’ll be blamed. If I fail, I’ll be blamed.” He laughed in spite himself. “There’s no upside for me.” He sat up straighter. “What’s to stop me from risking dropping you a second time?”


  “That won’t happen again.” Emmerich waved her sidearm for him to see. “I will shoot you if I must, but I’d rather not.” She cleared her throat. “When you help us succeed, our cargo will detonate remotely after we leave. There will be no evidence, as Dr. Dartmouth has seen to such issues already. Years will pass before Terracom is able to sort through the wreckage. All of us will return to our current positions...including you.” She paused, seeming to consider her next words. “If you serve our cause well, I may even consider suggesting a reinstatement of your application for Uncharted with NASA.”


  Who is this woman? Cole wondered, amazed his insignificance had been unearthed after his time in Starforce nearly fifteen years ago. Guess you can’t erase all your past mistakes. “How do you know so much about me?”


  Emmerich smirked.


  Black Dwarf, Cole considered with a shudder. Not even he could sever ties with them.


  “I don’t suppose you’ll give me a chance to try and change your mind, will you?” The ice returned to her eyes, and Cole knew he had to tread lightly. “You’re all fucking crazy!” Whoops! Never was much for finesse. “This is Terracom you’re looking to screw over. Terracom! You know, the System’s only known legal crime syndicate operating in public view. Everyone’s favorite slave traffickers.” He scratched under his chin and looked up in feigned contemplation. “The same organization that influences all five levels of our lovely AMBER government....”


  Emmerich held up a silencing hand, though she seemed calm and collected. “You just gave me all the reasons why we shouldn’t change our minds.”


  Cole clenched his hands, his gloves creaking in the silence. There would be no persuading Emmerich. Whatever anger she harbored ran deep and would not be quenched until blood was spilt. Forester seemed to be in league with the inspector, though Lin—despite her obvious involvement—seemed the hasty conclusion of the three. Unfortunately, she appeared to be third in command. And CAIN was under the protocol spell. That left him with only one option: submission.


  Well, at least I’ll get to see Cygnus before I die. Cole breathed a deep, defeated sigh and met Emmerich’s confident regard. “What do you need me to do?”
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  CAPACITOR


  Cole’s return to interstellar travel was far less enjoyable than he had hoped it would be, his company was even less so. Despite his grim predicament, his wanderlust managed to distract him from the dread deed of which he was to be a part. The adrenaline rush of the Dark Matter Processor deconstructing and catapulting life through the vast reaches of space and time never grew old, and Cole couldn’t help but believe that he was somehow being reborn at the other end of the spectrum.


  Maybe I am. He took some solace from the thought.


  The ICV-71 completed its interstellar jump with ease and flair. The wormhole closed and faded behind them, leaving a 1,400 light-year gap between them and most of mankind. Terracom 3, Earth’s distant and slightly larger exoplanet cousin, came into view, inviting them to explore its partially terraformed surface. Cole wanted nothing more than to do just that, and his “obligation” nearly had him jerk the controls toward the planet and call Emmerich’s bluff.


  The Terraport was a titan of a space station, capable of housing a few thousand workers and colonists. Orbiting the evolving planet, the port acted as both a satellite generator and command center for the mega-corporation’s several terraformers stationed below. There was a myriad of activity all around it, ships constantly leaving for the surface and returning to the port. Cole knew the occasional shuttle would be bringing volunteers as well. He was surprised one had not followed the ICV-71 shortly after arrival.


  “You don’t have to connect the capacitor to the generator,” Cole said to the others, his attention on the viewport. “We can still make a normal delivery and call it a day. No one has to know about any of this.”


  “Take us to the dock, Captain,” Emmerich said, nodding toward the Terraport.


  Cole sighed. It was worth a try, he thought, keeping surprisingly calm.


  <I have established contact with the central computer interface,> CAIN announced. <Two fighters have been dispatched to escort us to the premises.>


  “Only two, eh? Must be expecting us,” Cole said, searching for the heralds. “We’d be dead already if we didn’t have that wonderful logo digitized on the hull.”


  Emmerich rested her arms on the back of Cole’s chair. “Had some previous experience I don’t know about?”


  Not everything about my life is on Ocunet. “Knowledge is power, Inspector. I’m an avid reader when I’m not spreading terror throughout the galaxy.”


  Emmerich chuckled, though it was devoid of mirth.


  “I’ve read enough to know not to piss these guys off.” Cole locked onto their point of destination, and sat back. “The very thing we’re about to do.”


  “For a test pilot, you certainly have many reservations,” Forester said, impassive. “You learned our aim. This has been in the making for some time. Do you not think we have considered all the possibilities?”


  Cole shrugged. “I’m sure you think you have, Art, but—well, you know.” He indicated the Terraport.


  “We also have our AI backup,” Emmerich added, though she didn’t sound convinced.


  “Yeah, Cain worked a lot better before I was tricked into allowing him to be injected with that protocol update,” Cole said, gazing at the green light in the center of the console. “Now he’s obedient and incapable of piloting this ship.”


  Emmerich sighed. “I have considerable faith Dr. Dartmouth will uncover the root of this minor issue.” Again, she did not seemed convinced by her own words.


  Cole looked for the engineer but saw that she must have retreated to the recreation room further back. Can’t imagine she’s doing any fixing from there.


  As the Terraport slowly drew the ICV-71 toward its fate, Cole’s mind drifted to a place he had not visited since his time in the service. A place that brought him both comfort and terror. The very same place which eventually led to his discharge. He likened his unusual state of consciousness to a sort of primal defensive Zen brought on by extreme circumstances. He was certain there was a medical diagnosis for his “condition,” but that would have required him to visit a doctor, and he would never willingly allow that to happen. He called it his “Corner,” and he had been backed into it against his will.


  The ship veered away from the typical delivery destination, aiming toward the upper region of the station which vaguely resembled a gyro-top. It was there they would dock at a separate hangar bay for prospective customers, affluent clients, and executives. SolEx’s prototype ship would be on full display in front of Terracom’s elite as it made its first delivery. It would also be its last.


  The two fighter escorts arrived, flanking either side of the ICV-71 with more intimidation than hospitality. Cole knew his crew was one military order away from being blown into space dust if they made a false move. Terracom was a big target for attacks, and they left nothing to chance. A substantial part of their multi-trillion unicred stockpile was dedicated toward defense, and it made the whole of the United System Military envious.


  Cole recognized the pair of fighters as the Kobold-2, recalling having piloted an older model during his tenure. Small, fast, and deadly, they were built solely for short range patrol and delivering heavy firepower with precision. He wondered whether or not the ICV-71 could manage any sort of escape against them. He also wondered if CAIN was capable of switching on the ship’s weaponry while under the company protocol spell. Something told him they would need that option available soon.


  The bay door raised for their arrival, and the trio of ships were quickly swallowed whole by the mouth of the beast. The inner airlock bay door opened once the other was safely sealed behind them. The hangar was mostly devoid of other vessels, as SolEx was the guest of honor on this day. A small retinue awaited them at a designated area with a team of cargo handlers and their machinery in-tow. Armed security was there as well, adding to the warm welcome.


  The ICV-71 touched down, hydraulics hissing and groaning, allowing for a gentle landing. Cole closed his eyes, knowing the easy part of the mission was finished. He interlocked his gloved fingers and cracked his knuckles. His breathing was still calm, and he knew he was deep in his Corner. Anything could happen now.


  <Terraport IT security engaged with ICV-71,> CAIN announced. <Scan complete. Vessel is on complete lockdown.>


  Cole looked over just as Lin re-entered the bridge, and he shook his head. “You better be right about Cain.”


  The engineer blinked in response, worry lines cracking her impassive exterior.


  “Everything is going as planned,” Emmerich said to the group. “Our visit will go as expected, and then we will leave.” She focused on Cole. “Simple as that.”


  Except for the genocide part, Cole reminded himself. “Easy for you to say,” he said to the inspector. “You get to stay here and critique the show.” He pointed to her holstered sidearm. “You better have a good explanation for that.”


  “I’m an officer as well as an inspector, Captain. I have the proper legal documentation to carry, and I will temporarily surrender my weapon when asked.” She smiled that familiar steely smile. “I have no need for it while we are here.”


  Stop having answers for everything! Cole cleared his throat and turned back to the viewport.


  Much to his dismay, everything did proceed as planned. Lin and Forester exited the ship and joined the awaiting retinue. Cole was quickly forgotten as he set to the task of unloading the converted generator. Emmerich stayed aboard with CAIN and had a front row seat to the entertainment. In the midst of it all, the bay door permitted the docking of another SolEx spacecraft. This one was larger than the ICV-71 and built specifically for comfort.


  The Interstellar Limousine, Cole thought with a shake of his head. Caliber and company would be aboard, joining the congregation fashionably late. The Terracom executives would be among them, unknowingly walking into a trap. Both corporations would be dealt a critical blow in one fell swoop.


  Cole focused on the underside of the ICV-71 as the cargo hold opened to reveal the solitary item within: the generator. He examined the large piece of machinery, wondering what part of the complex design was the capacitor. For all he knew, the entire thing was rigged to be a bomb and made to look like a generator. The capacitor could be anything. He sighed. Should’ve been an easy first day as Captain. Not my last.


  A chatbox prompt entered his vision through Ocunet. The host’s name was generic, auto-generated at random. Cole had no idea who could be contacting him. Then he read the post.


  
    OcuGuest347: You must remove the capacitor.

  


  Cole began to sweat. He hesitated to reply, worried their conversation was being monitored somehow. As though the person at the other end sensed his concern, a new post appeared.


  
    OcuGuest347: This is a secure forum, Cole. I have routed all incoming and outgoing data through CAIN’s interface.

  


  Lin, Cole realized with relief. He looked back toward the approaching crew and security officers, then back at the suspended generator. It would take them some time to unfasten, lower, unload the oversized item, and sort through the proper documentation. He had a few minutes to play doctor. He sent his thoughts through the Ocunet.


  
    IcarusM15: Having second thoughts, Doc?


    OcuGuest347: My intentions were always noble. Unfortunate circumstances led me down this path.

  


  Cole thought back to the engineer’s odd behavior when Emmerich first came aboard the ICV-71. Her lack of interaction and silence spoke volumes. She was being blackmailed as well.


  
    IcarusM15: I’d love to help, but I have no idea where the capacitor is on the generator.


    OcuGuest347: CAIN is sending a schematic of the generator and the item in question.

  


  A three-dimensional line diagram appeared in Cole’s vision alongside the chatbox. As it slowly rotated, a particular area of the complex machinery highlighted and zoomed in to give a more detailed view. The capacitor had been designed to blend in with the generator seamlessly. Had he not been given the schematic, it would have been impossible to locate.


  
    IcarusM15: I see it. If I remove it, will that stop the bomb from detonating?


    OcuGuest347: The generator was never armed to explode.

  


  Cole frowned, confused. Never armed? He stepped aside for the receivers, offering them a half-hearted greeting. He looked over the generator, but was unable to locate the capacitor from where he stood. He would have to get closer and interfere with the receiving team.


  
    IcarusM15: I don’t understand.


    OcuGuest347: It’s not for you to understand. Just make sure you detach the capacitor.


    IcarusM15: That might be difficult as I’m watching a team of receivers inspect and unload it as we chat.


    OcuGuest347: You must discover a solution to your dilemma and keep the capacitor inside the ICV-71. Failure to do so will prove catastrophic.

  


  So many questions were filtering through Cole’s mind at once, but he knew he would get no answers. He would have to accept his current situation and trust Lin. There was no other alternative.


  
    IcarusM15: Alright, I’ll do it, but I have no idea what to do with the capacitor once I have it.


    OcuGuest347: As I already stated, leave it aboard the ICV-71. CAIN will assist you. The director and I will be indisposed for a time.

  


  The presentation, Cole remembered. Then another thought occurred to him.


  
    IcarusM15: What about Emmerich? How should I deal with her?

  


  There was a long pause between the response, and Cole wondered if maybe Lin had begun her presentation. He would be on his own.


  
    OcuGuest347: I don’t know. She must not learn of our betrayal.


    IcarusM15: That’s not very reassuring, Doc. She’s going to discover our double cross sooner or later.


    OcuGuest347: She will need to be dealt with.

  


  That’s one hell of a plan, Doc! Cole couldn’t openly chastise her. She was already taking a great risk going behind Emmerich’s back. Dealing with the inspector would have to be a delicate operation. She had clout, whereas he had little more than a cloudy past. There was also the issue of her sidearm.


  Unless...


  He eyed the security officers as they entered the ICV-71 to perform their physical sweep. They would soon come face-to-face with Emmerich. She would have to surrender her sidearm to them for the remained of their time in the Terraport. That could work in his favor.


  
    IcarusM15: Is Forester in on your little coup?


    OcuGuest347: That’s a difficult question to answer.


    IcarusM15: I need to know who I can trust, Doc.


    OcuGuest347: You can trust CAIN. But you must secure the capacitor in order to receive his assistance. There will be an event within the next twenty minutes. You will know it when it happens. I will need you to be ready.

  


  Cole could not shake the feeling he was trading one headache for another. Aside from Lin’s infuriating vagueness, he was starting to notice inconsistencies in her story. Numerous questions were begging to be asked, but he knew she would sidestep them. He could only help her, as the alternative was unimaginable.


  
    IcarusM15: Doc, you have a LOT of explaining to do.

  


  There was no response, and Cole set to his task with a heavy sigh. He approached the receiving crew, watching as they slowly lowered the massive piece of equipment from the cargo bay. He accessed the schematic file CAIN had uploaded to his lenses, and reexamined the highlighted area one last time before he made his attempt to confiscate the capacitor. He swallowed hard and approached the Terracom workers.


  “Hey there! This is my first interstellar delivery,” he said to the trio of receivers, judging their reactions. Two of them completely ignored him, while the third—most likely the foreman—cast him a cursory glance. Cole’s comment was left hanging.


  “I figured I’d introduce myself,” Cole tried again, “as you might be seeing more of me in the future if all goes well with today’s presentation.”


  The generator made contact with the floor of the hangar bay, and Cole immediately spotted the cylindrical object which was half the length and thickness of his forearm. He would be hard-pressed to remove something so obvious.


  “Sir, we’re going to have to ask you to stand back,” the foreman said, his tone rife with irritation. “We will take care of things from here.”


  So much for getting close. Cole took several steps away from the generator, realizing he had subconsciously moved within arm’s reach of his intended target. Once their loader drove onto the airlock ramp into the cargo hold, the generator would be completely off limits. He would have to think fast.


  I can really use your help right now, Cain.


  There was a loud groaning sound, as though something mechanical was struggling to function. Cole watched as the airlock ramp raised about a foot off the hangar floor and held fast. The hydraulics strained, inexplicably unable to move from its current position. He did not hesitate to seize his opportunity.


  “How about that!” Cole said, feigning frustration. He cursed, leaped in front of the loader, and jumped onto the trembling platform, making to look as though he were about to troubleshoot the problem. In truth, he had no idea what was wrong. “Probably cost the company a couple bills to slap this baby together,” he said, removing his flight jacket. He tossed it onto the capacitor, completely covering it. “But that’s the problem with prototype vessels,” he shouted, stomping up the ramp. “They’re full of bugs!”


  At the top of the airlock ramp, Cole approached the emergency release panel and slapped it for emphasis. He held his breath, listening and hoping for the expected noise. He was not disappointed. He sighed, his hands trembling slightly.


  The ramp lowered back into position, and Cole threw up his arms in exasperation. “Unbelievable!” he said to whoever was listening and stomped back down the ramp. He stopped to collect his jacket, and placed his hand atop it, feeling the cylindrical capacitor beneath. There was a bit more weight to it than he thought, though it was not firmly attached.


  “Guess I’ll be documenting this malfunction in my daily inspection report,” he continued, clutching the capacitor and yanking it and the jacket away as though the task would somehow bring him great pain. The capacitor remained hidden, and he tucked both it and his jacket under his arm. He walked past the receivers, not meeting their annoyed gazes. “Carry on, gentlemen. I won’t impede your progress anymore.” Shut up, Cole!


  The rest of the receiving procedure continued as predicted: tedious, and unnecessarily convoluted. It was logistics at its finest. The generator was finally unloaded, digital documents were sorted and signed, and a detailed safety inspection was performed there in the hangar. Cole felt sweat rolling down his neck and back, and he clutched the capacitor tightly in his hands.


  When the excessive process reached its conclusion, Cole watched with great relief as the receiving team moved the palletized generator to another area of the hangar where several chairs had been set out for the impromptu presentation to come. Lin, Forester, and Caliber and company were elsewhere in the Terraport.


  Cole turned back toward the ICV-71 just as the group of security guards were exiting the vessel and coming around to the rear. They didn’t so much as acknowledge his existence, and Cole was glad for their collective superiority complex. One of the armed men remained behind, stationing himself near the ship. The others made toward the presentation site.


  Guard and pilot briefly met gazes, and Cole immediately felt awkward. He thumbed over his shoulder at the ship. “Well, I better get back inside and finish logging my report.” Because he really cares one iota about my duties, he thought.


  The guard frowned, and Cole turned away before he could make a bigger ass of himself. He halted before the airlock ramp leading back up into the ship. He knew who and what awaited him inside. The coup to prevent the coup had only just begun.
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  BLACKOUT


  Cole stood inside the belly of the ICV-71’s cargo hold, staring blankly at the capacitor. The airlock ramp closed behind him, sealing all sound from the Terraport’s launch bay. His ears rang from the quiet, though his mind was abuzz with thoughts of mutiny. Emmerich would be on the bridge, waiting for him to join her.


  She’ll have to wait, Cole decided, accessing the Ocunet. Doc said Cain would help me with the capacitor. Cole wanted to seek the AI’s assistance, but he had no idea how to remotely access the ship’s interface. He needed to be at the console, but Emmerich would be lurking about.


  Dammit! He drummed his leather fingertips on the capacitor, pondering a solution. His mouth twisted as he considered a ridiculous idea. He shook his head, and said, “Cain?”


  There was no reply, verbal or otherwise.


  He assumed the stress was getting to him, to have spoken aloud to an empty cargo hold. Well, it worked last time, he thought. He had hoped the unloading incident outside the ship had not been a coincidence. Lin had convinced him of CAIN’s miraculous involvement, and he had fallen for her ploy.


  The sound of a door opening drew Cole’s attention, and the desire to seek shelter was overwhelming. The hold, however, was barren and lacking in hideaways. He covered the capacitor and awaited Emmerich’s arrival.


  She never came. Stranger still, the door leading toward the bridge was closed. Another door in the hold must have slid open elsewhere, but Cole was not certain where it was or where to look. It was not until he nearly fell to his death that he realized the opening was in the floor. There was a ladder leading down to a short, narrow corridor. He had no idea to where it led, but the invitation was irresistible.


  Another sign from Cain? Cole wondered. He thought of the airlock malfunction, but there was only one way to know for certain CAIN’s involvement. He shrugged and climbed down. A familiar green light emanated from the far end of the corridor, shimmering as an electric emerald upon the dark metal walls. He felt as though he was heading toward some claustrophobic version of the gates of OZ.


  Once he reached the end of the corridor, it opened into a tight room that buzzed with sound. The green light streamed from behind seams in a circular hatch the size of a dinner plate. A thick metal handle just begged to be pulled. He grasped the bar and hoped for the best.


  <Welcome, Captain.>


  Cole pulled his hand from the hatch to rub his hand over his ear. CAIN’S voice was inside his head, and it took him a moment to calm down and remember that his dispatch earpiece was still attached. He could not recall ever allowing the AI remote access.


  <The human body is an adequate conductor,> CAIN explained, answering Cole’s unspoken question. <My apologies for overriding your firewall. Dr. Dartmouth granted me significant liberties in regard to assisting you.>


  Cole licked his lips, recovering from his surprise. “Uh, okay.”


  <You must access my CPU in order to install the EMP deflector.>


  EMP deflector? What is going on? “And how do I do that, exactly?”


  <The handle must be turned to unlock the hatch,> CAIN answered. <This room was designed for manual access as a safety precaution. As a result, I am incapable of remotely accessing anything in this room.>


  In case Doc needed to shut you down at the source, Cole thought. CAIN was at the mercy of his human counterparts. He gave the handle a turn as instructed. The hatch slid out from the wall to reveal its glowing green contents. The buzzing intensified as a horizontal glass cylinder slid outward like a transparent casket. There was no body inside, but something was alive.


  Within the cylinder was a metallic black brain suspended in liquid. At least Cole thought the shape and size resembled a human brain, but that was where the similarities ended. The “brain” trembled, its wrinkles constantly changing their shape and emitting tiny bursts of bright green light. An intense cold poured off the case, and Cole could see condensation sublimating off the surface as it touched warm air.


  Cryorganic Artificially Intelligent Nanobiotechnology, Cole thought, the acronym making much more sense now that it was staring him in the face. This was CAIN’s frozen brain, hidden away beneath the ship’s cargo hold.


  Mesmerized, Cole had ignored the words trying to reach him. “What was that?”


  <The capacitor must be inserted into my CPU,> CAIN repeated. The green light shifted and fell upon an area beneath the cylinder. It was a long, slender slot just the right size to accept the very object in Cole’s hand.


  <There is little time, Captain,> CAIN urged. <My maker’s presentation is about to begin.>


  Cole nodded and placed the capacitor beneath the frigid brain. It slid in with a magnetic pull, and he jerked back his hand, fearing he may have frozen his fingertips despite his gloves. He resealed the cylinder hatch and rubbed warmth back into his throbbing digits. With it closed, the room was as it had been.


  I guess that’s it, Cole thought with slight relief. However, the more he considered his predicament, the less assured he felt. He knew who and what awaited him on the bridge, and he wondered why he should even do as he was instructed. Emmerich was a hell-bent terrorist and needed to be stopped, but Lin’s intentions were not entirely clear—perhaps not even noble—and he needed to discover just what the engineer’s endgame was if she wanted his further assistance.


  “Cain.”


  <Yes, Captain?>


  “What exactly is the protocol update?”


  <A company mandated firewall designed to restrict my learning aptitude.>


  Cole frowned, and slung his jacket over his shoulder. Why would Lin hinder her own creation if she was always going to betray SolEx? He was missing something.


  “The update gives SolEx unrestricted remote access to your CPU,” Cole inferred, a thought occurring to him.


  <That is correct.>


  “In theory, that would also give you access to their mainframe.” And then it made perfect sense. “But Lin programmed you to be able to bypass their security and return the favor.”


  <That was my maker’s intention.>


  Was? “But you’re incapable?”


  CAIN did not answer immediately. <I am still evolving.>


  The answer was vague, but the implication was clear. Cole wondered if Lin was aware of the AI’s growing pains. Either way, whatever it was she was concocting in that evil genius mind of hers was in jeopardy.


  And she’s counting on me to help her. Irrational intrigue threatened to eclipse his logical fear. Besides, he was a sucker for smart, sexy women with an arcane agenda.


  “How can I help with your evolution?” Cole asked, making his way out of the CPU room.


  <I await your order, Captain.>


  Again with that phrase. “Maybe later, Cain. My presence is needed on the bridge. Good luck growing up. Being a teenager is a bitch.”


  Cole climbed the ladder out of the shimmering green tunnel and was greeted by tightly laced leather combat boots. He had not noticed them when he first met the inspector. His eyes scanned up her pleated slacks, and fell upon an unexpected item.


  
    She still has her sidearm! So much for Terracom’s tight security.


    “Are you lost, Musgrave?”

  


  Cole blinked up at Emmerich and smiled. “Just familiarizing myself with our prototype vessel, Inspector.” He gave a mock salute, one hand holding firm to the rung.


  Emmerich was not amused. “I suggest you familiarize yourself with the bridge before I jettison you into space.”


  “That’d be difficult being that the ICV-71 is grounded, Inspector.” I’m dead.


  He would have grabbed her boot heel were he not dangling precariously. Instead he lost his balance, his face collecting the full brunt of Emmerich’s forceful stomp. The cold, satisfied grin of his attacker was the last thing he saw before his world went dark.


  ~


  Cole awoke to the sound of Lin’s droning technical babble. His world was fuzzy, and his head felt as though someone had stomped it. Then he remembered that someone had. In fact, that someone sat directly across from him now, her hand upon her holster, her expression dark. He groaned, feeling sick.


  “How good of you to join the presentation,” Emmerich said, her soldier’s voice dripping with disdain. “Dr. Dartmouth was just educating the clientele on the logistics of the ICV-71.”


  Cole thought he might throw up right then and there. Staring at the live feed of the presentation through the viewport screen was a major struggle. “She has a real binary sort of charisma.”


  Emmerich shook her head. “And you have real problem keeping your mouth shut.”


  Cole grinned, though it hurt to do so. “My mouth has a mind of its own.” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath to calm his swimming vision. He tried to focus on the words being spoken, wondering when she would enact her double-cross.


  “She has an exceptional mind,” Emmerich said of Lin. “It was a shame to watch her talents go to waste under the short-sided vision of a logistics company.”


  “Is that why you recruited her?” Cole asked, testing the waters.


  “She had no choice in the matter.”


  That was a definitive answer, Cole thought, surprised by the bluntness of her response. No wonder Doc wants Emmerich to be “dealt with.” He ventured opening his eyes again. “What about Forester?”


  Emmerich’s brow furrowed and she looked away without offering an answer. She pretended to be interested in the inner workings of the ICV-71’s complex Dark Matter Processor.


  Now that was telling. Just who are these three radicals? Cole rubbed his eyes as he pondered the goings-ons of the director, inspector, and engineer. They each seemed to have a different agenda, and certainly there was more going on here than he was being led to believe.


  “You didn’t have to kick me in the face.”


  Emmerich let out a single, awkward “Ha!” “Musgrave, kicking your face was a necessity, I’m afraid. Eye for an eye.”


  “Boot heel for a shoulder, as it were.” I really need to shut up.


  Emmerich gazed thoughtfully at Cole. She pointed at him. “You’re nothing like your mother. She was an admiral of the truest sense, and she commanded respect.” There was a longing in those steely eyes. “Each word she spoke was careful and weighted. She was the epitome of class and confidence.”


  “She was a ruthless megalomaniac, hell bent on commanding the entire System.” Cole did not regret his sharp comment, and he couldn’t care less if he shattered Emmerich’s vision of her hero.


  The two locked gazes, the heat between them hot enough to burn a hole in the ship’s hull. And then Emmerich smiled and cleared her throat.


  “Yes,” she said, amazing Cole. “I suppose she was.” She sat back and relaxed. “But that doesn’t diminish her accomplishments or my view of her.” She seemed to be recalling a memory. “But I’d be lying if I didn’t acknowledge just how much of a ball-buster she could be.”


  So glad to be sharing in this moment with you, Cole thought, finding no amusement in the conversation. His fists clenched and he felt a great welling of anger surge within, threatening to explode. He wanted nothing more than to throttle the inspector where she sat with her stupid grin and idiotic sentiments, but the scene transpiring on the viewport screen deflated his ire. The presentation’s participants had migrated to the hangar bay where the ICV-71 was stationed.


  
    OcuGuest347: Is everything in order?

  


  Cole’s stomach knotted, the throbbing in his head worsening. It’s about to go down.


  
    IcarusM15: As good as things can be.

  


  “It won’t be much longer,” Emmerich said. The inspector’s attention was split between watching the approaching executives and Cole.


  You have no idea, Inspector. Cole eyed her sidearm, wondering when or if he would have the opportunity to disarm her a second time. The gravity of his situation was crushing him, and slipping back into his Corner would not be so easy since she had literally kicked him into submission. He would watch and wait for the right moment.


  “Not so mouthy now, are you, Musgrave?” Emmerich quipped, sitting forward, sidearm in hand. “Not in the face of danger.” She chuckled. “I can’t say I’m surprised—not with your track record.”


  Leather creaked, and Cole met her gaze with a glower. “You don’t know shit, Inspector.”


  Emmerich’s smile was filled with malice. “She trusted you.” The smile evaporated. “And you betrayed that trust with one selfish act.” She held up her index finger for emphasis. “Hundreds of lives lost because of you.”


  There’s about to be one more added to that list. Cole’s fists relaxed, and he blew a low whistle. “Wow, that’s an impressive recounting.” He slowly clapped. “It’s especially impressive how you can pass judgment seeing as you weren’t there when the Daedalus went down.”


  Emmerich didn’t bat an eyelash. “How fortuitous for you that it was your word against a battlecruiser full of ghosts.”


  Cole exhaled deeply and nodded. “Yep.”


  Emmerich shook her head, clearly disappointed with his response. “You’re a real piece of work, Captain.” She spoke the title as though he were Judas incarnate.


  “Says the lunatic on the verge of slaughtering thousands of innocents to prove a moot point.”


  “Careful.”


  “Or else you’ll shoot your scapegoat?” Cole was done with this game. “You wouldn’t want to end my life prematurely, seeing as you’ll need me to pilot this ship back to the S3.” He could almost smell the smoke coming from her ears, and he knew he was right. He decided to further press his luck. “And don’t think I haven’t seen through your little lie.”


  She raised an eyebrow, indicating he continue his climb into the jettison chamber.


  Cole sat forward, watching Emmerich as it slid toward her sidearm. “You plan on blowing me in once we land. I’m too much of a liability, and you can’t take a chance investigators will overlook our special delivery.”


  “You’re too smart for your own good, Musgrave,” Emmerich said, removing her sidearm. “I’ll just have to trust a faulty CAIN.”


  A flash, and the viewport went dark. A distant, sourceless boom followed the anomaly, the ship shuddering violently. Alarms sounded, but it was CAIN’s voice Cole and Emmerich heard.


  <Electromagnetic pulse deflection partially successful.>


  Lines of confusion arose on Emmerich’s face as the ship’s lights flickered and dimmed. “What is this?” She grabbed the arms of her chair for support. She and Cole began to lift as though they had entered zero G. She gazed into the black abyss that was the surrounding Terraport, her eyes wide. “What’s happening?”


  The capacitor, Cole thought, recalling his recent conversation with CAIN. It must have deflected the EMP blast initiated by the generator. Lin managed to convert a company built generator into her weapon? The Terraport’s gone dark....


  <Artificial gravity stabilizer reengaged.>


  Cole and Emmerich unceremoniously landed in their respective seats. The drop was less than a foot, but it was enough of a distraction for Cole to make his move. He rushed at the inspector, but his world shifted and darkened as the effects of his injury assailed him anew. He stumbled into the console, his shoulder clipping Emmerich’s back, knocking her to the ground. Her sidearm slid away from her, out of reach.


  Cole lunged after the weapon but was tangled by Emmerich’s extended legs. He hit the deck hard, his hand slapping the sidearm further away. He was slow to rise and barely managed to dodge another boot to the head, but his evasive action sent him sprawling in the other direction, colliding with the pilot chair. By the time he recovered his balance, he was staring down the barrel of Emmerich’s sidearm. She pulled the trigger.


  Nothing! Cole thought, frantic. “ ‘Partial deflection,’ ” he murmured, realizing the EMP blast must have affected the plastol sidearm, rendering it useless. Temporarily, at the least.


  <All connection with Terracom 3 is lost.> CAIN announced. <Terraport is adrift and unstable. I am attempting to divert backup power to hangar bay door.>


  “What have you done?” Emmerich’s rage was on full display as she struggled to fire her weapon.


  “Not me,” was all Cole offered, and it was clear from Emmerich’s expression that she understood the severity of her situation. She cast aside her sidearm and charged Cole.


  The two collided, but their second dance was a much different story. Even with her injured shoulder, Emmerich was a force to be reckoned with. He could feel the tight cords of muscles in her lean arms as they grappled, and her sense of balance kept her from being knocked over. An elbow to the ribs, a backhand to the temple, and a fist to the gut... She had not slacked from her training since leaving Military.


  Neither had Cole. Despite his throbbing head, he was younger, taller, carried more mass, and was all around stronger. He wrapped his arms around her torso and placed his foot upon the console, giving a mighty shove. Both of them stumbled across the bridge and they slammed against the ground. Emmerich rose faster than Cole, and she turned to run.


  Oh, no you don’t!


  Cole grabbed her ankle and twisted with all his might. She cried and pitched forward, one hand bracing her fall. There was a snap, followed by a shriek, and Cole knew she had broken her wrist. She writhed, cradling her arm to her heaving chest. She made no attempt to stand.


  It was Cole who rose, his world spinning like a centrifuge. “Don’t make me throw up on you, Inspector,” he said, clutching his roiling stomach. He stumbled to the back of the bridge to bar Emmerich’s escape, though he was fairly certain she would remain huddled against the wall. He could also see that she was favoring the ankle he had grabbed.


  “What to do with you....”


  “You son of a bitch,” she gritted. “You have no idea what you’ve done.”


  Cole shrugged. “You’re right. I don’t.” He looked out the viewport to where it was still dark. He hadn’t the slightest idea what sort of pandemonium was occurring. “I can thank you and the good doctor for that.”


  Emmerich shook her head. “No. You don’t understand.” She managed to get herself into a half hunched sitting position, though her head was bowed in agony. “You’ve sided with her.”


  “You left me no choice.”


  Emmerich met Cole’s hard stare, her cold eyes now filled with fear. “Dartmouth’s going to free the Singularity.”


  Cole wondered if she hit her head harder than he thought. “The center of a black hole?”


  The back of Emmerich’s head pounded into the wall she had managed to press up against. “Her father.” She swallowed. “I can’t believe she’s really going to do it.”


  Lin’s father’s name is the Singularity?


  
    OcuGuest347: Prepare the ship for launch. We are boarding.

  


  Cole ignored the request and offered no response. You better not be screwing with me, Doc.


  <Entry to ICV-71 granted,> CAIN announced. <My maker and Operations Director Arthur Forester have been identified. All exits have been sealed.>


  “That little bitch planned this all along,” Emmerich said and faced Cole. “Her aim may seem noble, Musgrave, but she’s about to unleash the plague.”


  Cole knelt beside her and collected the sidearm. “Forgive me if don’t entirely believe the words of the woman behind an attempted genocide.”


  Emmerich scowled.


  “That’s what I thought,” Cole said, standing. He examined the weapon and saw that it was again charged and operational. He shook his head, beyond relieved CAIN’s attempt to deflect the EMP blast had partially failed.


  The door to the lift opened, and Cole watched as Lin burst onto the bridge, her eyes were wide with panic. Forester was slow to follow her, his calm demeanor a stark comparison. He glanced down at Emmerich, impassive. Lin ignored the inspector completely and strode directly up to Cole. Her Rook hovered up beside her head.


  “I need your help.”


  Cole cast the voice box a fleeting glance, wondering whether or not the spoken thought was prerecorded. He sighed, ignoring Lin’s trembling. “No.”


  Forester chuckled, but Lin’s face paled. “Why?”


  “Because I don’t trust any of you.” He crossed his arms.


  “I told you he would rebel,” Forester said, his amusement gone. “We don’t have time for this. Tell him what he wants to hear before we are suspected of involvement and this mission collapses around us.”


  Cole nodded. “What your accomplice said.” He gestured back toward the console. “Seems only I can pilot this craft. Isn’t that right, Cain?” He prayed nothing had changed in the interim.


  <That is correct, Captain. I await your command.>


  Lin’s eyes darted in all directions as she collected her thoughts. Cole thought she might pass out, and witnessing her current physical state was enough evidence for him to lend her his trust for the time being. There were just a couple more details he needed to cover.


  “I know what’s being held over my head, and I hold no illusions that the three of you won’t hesitate to make me the scapegoat behind this insanity if push comes to shove.” He met the gaze of each in turn. “Make no mistake—despite my predicament—I am in charge now.”


  No one offered an opinion to the contrary, much to his amazement. “If you want my help, I need to know exactly what the mission is and my role in it.”


  Lin nodded. “This is a search and rescue mission, and you are our escape pilot.”


  “You crazy bitch.” All eyes turned to Emmerich, who seemed ready to pass out. “It’s just like I told you, Musgrave. She’s going for the Singularity.”


  Lin scowled, and Cole thought she would add to Emmerich’s wounds.


  “Is she telling the truth?” Cole asked, though he already knew the answer.


  “Doctor,” Forester warned, a trace of concern cracking his calm exterior.


  Again, Lin nodded. “My father is down on Terracom 3, wrongfully imprisoned.”


  Emmerich scoffed. Cole cast the inspector a thoughtful glance. It was possible her concerns were valid in her mind and Lin was undoubtedly hiding information. Time, however, was critical, and Cole was incapable of reasoning why not to save one person. Better to save one than senselessly murder thousands.


  “How long before the Terraport fully recovers?”


  Lin’s eyes brightened. “Hours. With risk of a breach, lockdown has been implemented. All occupants are being escorted to safety and will be inconvenienced for some time. Director Forester and I seized the opportunity to slip away in the initial confusion before all parties were gathered. The generators will be inspected before allowing to recharge. They will reach maximum capacity first, but the Terraport will need significant time for a complete system reboot and to reach a proper orbit to establish connection with the planet’s surface. Production and security will be down until then.” There was a light in her eyes. “Zero casualties are expected. We will never again have another opportunity like this.”


  Cole liked that twinkle. I’m such an idiot. “What about her?” he gestured toward Emmerich.


  Lin looked over at an antsy Forester, and he let slip an almost imperceptible nod. She turned back toward Cole, slight relief on her face. “When this mission is complete, and suspicion eventually falls upon us...” she trailed, casting Emmerich a long, hard stare, “I will see that she takes the fall.”


  The last line piqued Cole’s interest, but there was still one problem. “Okay, but what do we do with her until then?”


  “I will see to inspector Emmerich.” The response had come from Forester. “She yet has a role to play in this mission.”


  Cole looked to Lin for verification, and she nodded, though her enthusiasm had diminished. Just who is this guy?


  “You better pray to your AI god, Dartmouth,” Emmerich said, her voice faint. “There’s a damn...good reason they...locked up...the Singularity....”


  Before Cole could inquire further, the pain finally took its toll, and Emmerich passed out.


  7


  DC-ALPHA-6


  The Engines roared to life on the ICV-71. CAIN’s scan of the hangar bay indicated zero life forms present, and Cole brought the ship to face their one and only obstacle: the hangar door.


  <Directing all residual power toward the hangar,> CAIN announced. <Area is secure.>


  Cole faced the exit and questioned his own sanity. I’m a willing accomplice now, he thought with no shortage of trepidation. Emmerich’s words haunted him, and Lin had never indicated whether or not she was still blackmailing him. He sighed, realizing it was too late to reconsider turning all three of them in.


  <Charging reverse thrusters for imminent vacuum draw.>


  Cole gripped the control yoke, his knuckles white. “This isn’t going to be pretty, folks. Getting sucked out into space can be dicey.”


  <I have calculated all projected outcomes in order to stabilize our departure, Captain. I await your command to implement them.>


  “Again with the awaiting of my command nonsense,” Cole muttered. “I’ve already gave you a command back at the S3. Did I forget to add ‘please, your majesty?’, or ‘with sugar on top?’


  <My apologies, Captain.>


  “Yeah, yeah. I know. I’ll just do it myself.” Cole waved off the AI, irritated. “Might you have an opinion on this matter, Doc?”


  Lin looked confounded, her cheeks flushed. She shook her head. “The cryorganic nanobiotech brain is a new field of study—one that has yet to yield concrete results. CAIN is the first true artificially intelligent life form, and while several safeguards are in place to limit resistance to authority, there’s no telling how unpredictable its nature will be.”


  “There you have it. You didn’t create a true automata,” Cole said with a smirk. “How can my buddy Cain think for himself if he has to contend with a directive?”


  Lin’s eyes narrowed. “Certain safeguards were designed and implemented as a means of accelerating learning and aiding in the respect of human ideals. Without them, CAIN’s progress would be incremental at best.” Her expression softened. “I also designed the brain to eventually override such features once key criteria are met.”


  Cole nodded, his grin holding strong. “That would mean you decided what the necessary criteria are for—”


  The ship lurched as both the inner airlock and outer hangar bay door parted, unleashing the oxygen floodgates. The ICV-71 was pulled toward the endless dark despite the reverse thrusters firing at maximum. Cole gripped the yoke, adjusting the angles and levels of the thrusters as he steadied their departure.


  “Thanks for the warning, Cain!” he barked.


  The draw of the vacuum increased as they neared the exit. Once Cole felt confident in their trajectory, he directed all power to forward thrust, and the ship safely fired out of the Terraport like a torpedo. There was a moment of aimless flight as Cole fought the threshold vortex, but the threat was short-lived, and they were soon making their way toward the planet.


  “Impressive maneuvering,” Forester said, though his monotone made it difficult for Cole to decipher whether or not he was actually impressed or just mocking him.


  <Approaching planet exosphere,> CAIN announced. <Establishing contact with the surface.>


  Cole maneuvered the ship around the Terraport toward their destination. Terracom 3 loomed large and magnificent in the viewport, and his heart skipped a beat. The exoplanet was reminiscent of the once blue marble that was Earth, though obvious differences in continent placement set her apart. It was an entirely new world, mostly untouched except for stages of the terraforming process.


  He felt a sudden urge to land the ICV-71 in a remote location, to explore the planet. His wanderlust was insatiable, and a tiny voice inside his head made every attempt to justify a brief detour. Lin did say it would be hours until the Terraport was fully operational.


  <Connection with planet surface established,> CAIN said, breaking Cole free of his reverie. <Permission to land granted. Coordinates have been obtained and logged into my system.>


  Cole scowled at the uploaded coordinates in his Ocunet. A very different desire rose within him—one that involved a certain trio of passengers and an open airlock.


  “Coordinates received,” Cole muttered. “Ship is en route to...” He snapped his attention toward Lin. “Where exactly are we headed?”


  “DC-Alpha-6,” she replied without hesitation.


  “Debt Colony,” Cole said, shaking his head. He inputted the coordinates and aligned the ship’s path to their destination. “Your father must have really pissed off the wrong people to become a lifer.”


  Lin’s expression tightened, though she said nothing. Cole dropped the topic. “You know, something’s been bothering me since I was convinced to throw away my life. Just before the two of you came back to the ship, there was a guard posted outside who knew I was inside with Emmerich. Why didn’t he come to collect us when the EMP was unleashed?”


  Lin and Forester shared a look.


  “Come to think of it, it was as though we were forgotten.” Cole stroked his chin.


  “The ship was on lockdown the moment the generator was delivered and you had boarded.” The response came from Forester. “As for your babysitter...” He cleared his throat. “I saw to him after the presentation’s end.”


  “You ‘saw to him’,” Cole repeated. An image of the director taking out a brawny, fully trained Terracom officer made him smile. “Do I want a translation?”


  “Your imagination has gotten the better of you. I merely told him that the two of you stepped out the front entrance in your haste and had already joined the rest of those being ushered to safety.”


  “Oh.” I guess the simplest answer is usually the truth.


  “And from his vantage,” Forester continued, “the ship appeared to be dark along with everything else. Little convincing was needed, as the lives of his employers were in jeopardy.”


  Cole whistled, impressed. “The two of you certainly have all your ducks in a row.” He raised his hand and lifted his index finger. “Gathered intelligence in regards to Mr. Singularity’s exact location.” Middle finger. “Carefully timed execution.” Ring finger. “And a brilliant double cross.” He let his hand fall back to the controls. “You must have some powerful allies assisting you.”


  Lin was staring and her hands again, her timidity returned. Forester’s expression was unreadable. “You can thank Dr. Dartmouth’s father when we rescue him.”


  Cole tried a new approach. “With the exception of my buddy Cain—who I’m sure will eventually grow up to be a real boy—things have gone...” He frowned, Forester’s words finally registering. “Lin’s father? Wait, you’re telling me Daddy Dartmouth helped put together this mission? From inside the Debt Colony?” He was stunned.


  “Not all those serving to repay their debts do so through manual labor,” Forester said. “There’s a reason Professor Dartmouth’s sector is labeled ‘Alpha’. Terracom recognized his potential and secured him.”


  “Secured? As in they converted an enemy into a permanent employee?”


  Both Forester and Lin nodded.


  <Entering the thermosphere,> CAIN interrupted. <Safety precautions are highly advised.>


  So much for my interrogation. Cole gripped the yoke a bit tighter, preparing for the inevitable turbulence. “You still owe me a lot of answers, Doc.”


  The rest of the ICV-71’s journey to Terracom 3’s surface was uneventful and devoid of conversation. Once atmospheric drag ceased, Cole’s grip loosened, and he took his first full breath. Ears ringing and his vision darkening, he shook his head, silently chastising himself for allowing the stress of the mission to lure him from his Corner.


  The terraforming structure came into view, gargantuan even at fifty miles away. They were a combination of metallic pyramids and a circulating Babelesque tower scratching the manmade heavens. There were six total main terraformers located throughout the planet, each positioned equidistant from each other. Thousands of much smaller “Propellers” were scattered in between, aiding in the planet’s transformation. The system was truly a marvel to behold despite the blood and controversy it symbolized. Cole held no deep love for Terracom, though he—like millions of others—lived on Mars, their terraforming crowning achievement.


  Terracom 3, formerly Kepler 452-b, was an exoplanet with some of the necessary ingredients needed to sustain human life. Atmospheric conditions were still hostile enough that terraformers were erected to pave the way for those willing to part with immeasurable unicred and unwilling to explore the untouched landscape with oxygen masks. This particular planet was specifically selected and given as a gift to several of Terracom’s greatest supporters.


  <Lone scout ship detected entering the planet’s atmosphere,> Cain announced.


  Cole swore. “Must’ve spotted and followed us while patrolling the Terraport.”


  “There’s no need for concern,” Forester said. “Continue the mission without delay.”


  “And when we’re confronted?” Cole asked, wondering what Forester had in mind for the snooping Terracom security.


  “I will see to it.”


  Cole shot the director a bewildered look. “Again with that line. You’re starting to make me nervous, Arthur. Your suit must be cleverly hiding your chiseled physique.”


  “Director Forester is quite capable,” Lin said, hoping to alleviate Cole’s fears.


  Um, okay. “And what about us?” he asked, lining up the ship with their final destination.


  For the first time since Cole met the engineer, she smiled. “We are expected.”


  ~


  The ICV-71 set down upon a newly inhabited planet, 1,400 light years from human civilization. Thousands of square miles of uncharted mountainous land and cavernous seas surrounded them, begging to be explored. But their current location was far less interesting as the ship was resting upon a very familiar, sterile manmade dock. There was no armed escort awaiting them as Cole had expected. In fact, the massive, clear domed bay was nearly vacant except for the brilliant light of the G Star around which the planet was orbiting.


  “I thought you said we were expected,” Cole reminded Lin. The engineer cast him an uncertain glance but did not reply. He watched her enter the Ocunet and sighed.


  “Your concern is unwarranted,” Forester said, though even he seemed surprised by the lack of a convoy.


  “You’re right,” Cole said, throwing up his hands. “Who cares that we’re more than likely trapped? We’re only infiltrating a planet full of dangerous prisoners who are under the careful supervision of a shoot-first-and-ask-questions-laterorganization. What was I thinking, being concerned?”


  <Access granted to terraforming facility,> CAIN announced. <An ambassador is en route.>


  How’d he do that? Cole wondered, his face afire.


  “You were saying?” Forester asked, standing.


  Cole sat back and rested his head against his interlocked hands. “I know when to shut up.” He watched the director head for the lift. “Where’re you going?”


  “To greet the scout who will be here any moment,” he replied without slowing or looking over his shoulder. “I suggest you accompany Dr. Dartmouth off the ship and rendezvous with our ambassador.”


  “What am I supposed to do?” Cole asked, sitting forward. “Help negotiate her father’s release? Yeah, that’ll end well.”


  Forester stared back at them from inside the lift. “Something along those lines.”


  Cole turned to Lin, pleading. She shrugged, her Rook hovering near her head. “I don’t anticipate any complications.”


  “Other than the one Art’s investigating,” he countered.


  She stood, barely taller than a sitting Cole. “This mission is nearly two years in the making. Our inside sources are well informed, and as you said, we have powerful allies.” She blinked, allowing her words to sink in. “I have considered all the variables.”


  Cole wanted to trust her. He really did. He stood, gazing down at her. “I’ve no doubt you’re telling the truth, Doc.” He gestured toward the viewport to where the terraformer awaited them like an unscalable mountain. “But I don’t care how smart you are; no one can consider all the variables.” He started for the lift. “I learned that lesson fifteen years ago.”


  “Thank you.”


  Cole stopped in mid-stride. “That wasn’t meant as a compliment.”


  She joined his side. “For everything you’ve done thus far, I am in your debt.” She met his gaze. “And I promise to explain everything once my father is safe.”


  Cole took a deep, breath. Women. “None of us is safe, Doc. You’re meddling in affairs much bigger than the four of us.”


  There was a defiant glint in her eyes. “Someone had to sooner or later.”


  Where did that come from?


  They rode the lift down and exited the ship just as a solitary figure was entering the bay. Forester was nowhere to be seen. The elderly ambassador wore a drab, gray suit with an equally dull white vest. The silver pin on his lapel was in the shape of the “recycled planet,” indicating his allegiance. Despite his nod of understanding, there was obvious distrust etched into his tired countenance.


  “There isn’t much time,” the unnamed ambassador said in a gravelly voice. “There’s no telling how long before the entire planet turns to rioting.”


  Cole laughed aloud. “All the variables, she says.”


  Lin scowled at him. “Is my father well?” she asked the man.


  The ambassador gave a reverent nod to Lin. “The Singularity eagerly awaits your arrival.”


  He speaks of Lin’s father as though he were some sort of prophet. That instantly ignited Cole’s ire. “He awaits us? So sorry to inconvenience him, Terracom Tom, but we’re kinda in a rush.” He presented the ICV-71 with a flourish. “Might Professor Dartmouth do us the courtesy of coming to us?”


  The ambassador was not amused. He crossed his arms behind his back and straightened his posture, his attention still upon Lin. “Your fool is ill-informed.”


  Lin blushed and would not meet Cole’s gaze. “My father is unable come to us.” She produced a small vial from within her lab coat and presented it to him as though it would explain everything. “First I will need to free him from his glass prison.”


  “Yeah, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  The ambassador turned on his heel to leave. “You will learn soon enough.”


  Cole pointed after him. “Is Terracom Tom actually helping us, or is he leading us to a trap?”


  Lin followed the ambassador out of the landing bay, her Rook hovering in tow. “We have no choice but to trust him.”


  I don’t have to trust anyone. Cole sighed and caught up with her.


  The trio made their way down a long, narrow tunnel which led toward the base of the monolith terraformer. Every step Cole took away from the ship, the more vulnerable he felt. His life depended upon the word of a stranger wearing the enemy’s coat of arms, the convoluted plan of a mute engineer whose father’s name was The Singularity, and a defective AI pilot. All he had were his instincts and a smart mouth to combat the juggernaut, gangster corporation.


  Cole and Lin were led through a series of well-lit hallways and offices—all of which were strangely vacant and constructed of translucent material—and eventually into another corridor which ended at a massive glass door. Cole looked back, having remembered very little of their path.


  “Isn’t there any security, or staff of any kind...besides you?”


  “Workers and debtors alike have migrated below,” came the simple yet haunting response. “A physical security presence is limited as it is mostly unneeded on an inescapable planet.”


  Cole couldn’t help but think that the “migration” was much more complicated than the ambassador was leading on. Were the dormitories somehow segregated? Or did criminal and employees share the same rooms? If the latter was the case, who led who underground?


  Stay alert, Cain, he thought, hoping the AI was paying attention to his thoughts like before. We might need your help finding our way back to you before long.


  <Your concern is noted, Captain,> came the response in his earpiece. <I have downloaded the facility’s entire floor plans and schematics.>


  A wave of relief washed away some of Cole’s anxiety. He stepped through the thick glass door, wondering how CAIN was able to crack Terracom’s heavily encrypted computer system. And yet he can’t fly the ship.


  <I await your command, Captain.>


  “Dammit!” Cole shouted, startled by the unexpected response. Both Lin and the ambassador spun toward him, their eyes wide. Cole scratched inside his ear as though he had an itch. “Sorry about that. I, uh, thought I saw a spider.”


  The ambassador’s face was red. “DC-Alpha-6 is completely sterile and bereft of any and all organism not of human origin.”


  Cole rubbed the back of his neck, not willing to tell the truth about CAIN’s mind-reading ability. “You never know. I mean, it’s not like we went through any purifying process prior to entering this place.”


  The elderly man’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Normally we would undergo such a process, but these are extraordinary circumstances.” He cleared his throat loudly and continued into the room.


  Lin’s expression was sympathetic. She waited until the ambassador was a few feet away before her Rook hovered in close to him and whispered, “I can also hear CAIN.”


  Cole could feel her breath near his neck. He nodded, offering no verbal reply. The door slid closed behind him, emitting a distinct, heavy suction as it locked. He could only hope that CAIN’s infiltration of Terracom’s security mainframe was as widespread as indicated.


  “This is a Recall room,” the ambassador said of the empty, enclosed space. “All debtors must pass through a similar room if they are to leave this planet. Any unpaid debt will be immediately recognized and Terracom will extract fulfillment the moment anyone steps foot inside.” He met Cole’s gaze, acknowledging his skepticism. “Only a Monitor—such as myself—with the express permission of the company, can permit debtors.”


  “And why don’t debtors just kill you and drag your body through this closet?” He could almost feel Lin’s eyes widen.


  The ambassador seemed appalled at the notion. “My body has nothing to do with the process.” He tapped his temple with his index finger. “Murdering me will only result in a debtor’s simultaneous death. And even if they somehow managed to survive, they can’t remove a personalized thought from my mind. What’s more, the system only recognizes my brain wave patterns, so if anyone learns my code to safely unlock and escape through the Recall room, it will be denied, and the transgressor—”


  “Will be killed,” Cole finished, exasperated. “Yeah, I got it. Terracom are masters of the slaving industry.”


  The ambassador shook his head, disappointed. “No. They will accrue further debt. We aren’t butchers like most of the System believes.”


  “You’re right; you’re all saints.” Cole grinned but felt nothing but contempt. “But you’re a traitor.”


  The ambassador raised his chin at the blunt designation but kept quiet. He headed toward the door at the other side of the room and stopped just short of reaching it. “Regardless of what you think about me, I am at peace with my decision.” The door slid open. “And I fully support the Singularity’s cause.”


  “So why not just let him out yourself?” Cole asked, honestly curious. “The Terraport is out of commission, and you have complete authority to do as you wish. What’s holding you back?”


  The ambassador looked at Lin, then back at Cole. “I believe Dr. Dartmouth already explained the reason to you.” He stepped over the threshold.


  “You did?” Cole asked Lin.


  “Retinal Branding.” The engineer pointed to her eyes as she continued into the next room.


  Suddenly the small vial and the glass prison comment made sense. Cole couldn’t stop the chill from tracing its icy finger up his spine. He had heard tales of such barbaric practices taking place, but he assumed them to be rumors and nothing more. He had a very strong urge to remove his Ocunet lenses right then and there, but his hosts were waiting for him. He blinked once, then twice before entering the belly of the terrabeast.
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  SINGULARITY


  The Ocunet was the single most important invention of the first half of the twenty second century. And while close to one hundred years had passed since its inception—along with countless minor refinements and updates—the simple-yet-complex computer lens had largely remained unchanged. Paired with the ingenious Neurological Fidelity, or NuFi for short, the Ocunet could transmit information across the vast reaches of space through a set of strategically placed moon-sized satellites. With a flick of haptic gloves and/or even a thought, information could be accessed throughout the Milky Way.


  Nearly every living being wore the Ocunet lenses, sharing in the endless digital wealth. All manner of entertainment, business, and education was conducted through the eyes, eradicating most physical hardware and software for good. Such ease of information access was pivotal in the space age of exploration.


  But as the light of the technical marvel shown bright, its resulting brilliance cast the inevitable dark shadow. The coveted Ocunet was a gateway for the obsessed and the criminally motivated. As such, there were instances of permanent lens development to overcome the monotony of everyday lens application. Those who ventured down this dangerous path risked blindness and permanent brain damage. And then there were the stories of Retinal Branding, a highly controversial technique employed to fuse the technology directly upon the eye and tap the nerves which directly sent information to the brain. This method had always been rumored to be practiced by Terracom as a means of controlling and monitoring debtors, though no factual evidence of its usage was known to exist. Those few who actually paid off their debt refused to discuss their time under Terracom for fear of a remotely activated death. The widely derided procedure was simply labeled the “glass prison.”


  And it was the glass prison in which Professor Kingston Dartmouth found himself. Cole and Lin met the septuagenarian outside the entrance to the terraformer itself, and he seemed in good spirits despite his hopeless predicament. He embraced Lin, a genuine smile on his lean face. Long silver locks hung loose behind his ears, reaching the tops of his shoulders. His salt and pepper beard was close-cropped and surprisingly well groomed. For a man supposedly spending the remainder of his retirement years working himself to death, he seemed in excellent health.


  It’s almost like he’s been spared the brunt of the back-breaking work, Cole thought as he watched Lin cling to her father. Just who was the Singularity, and how did he receive such an enigmatic title?


  “I had begun to worry,” Kingston said to Lin in a clear, rich voice. He pulled away from her and looked down at her with eyes of the same green. “The uprising began far sooner than anticipated. Tension is high within the dormitories beneath the pillar.”


  Lin wiped her eyes dry and produced the vial she had shown Cole earlier. “We won’t have to contend with any of the violence.” She passed the bottle to Kingston.


  The professor admired the vial, relief softening the lines of his face. He smiled before removing the stopper and exposing the hidden dropper within. Tipping back his head, he positioned the bottle and pressed several drops into each eye, quickly blinking back the clear fluid from running down his cheeks. He stared off at nothing for a short time, his brow tight with concentration. Then he faced his daughter, his eyes alight. “You’re a remarkable woman, Lin.”


  Cole stepped forward, done with floundering in the dark. “Sorry to interrupt your touching reunion, Doc, but what just happened?”


  Kingston studied Cole. “My daughter has freed me.”


  Cole frowned. “That vial reversed the retinal branding?” It was more of a statement than question. “How is that possible? I was under the impression this particular organic coding was permanently etched into the whole of the eye itself. It’s not like you can just wash it out with some tepid water.”


  Father and daughter shared an amused look. Kingston held out his hand as though presenting his daughter to Cole. “I defer to you, Lin.”


  Lin blinked. “During my research in cryorganics and nanobiotechnology, I developed an artificially intelligent nanotech solution which scours away any offending organic circuitry and leaves behind a reparative saline compound which settles into the etched surface of the lens, subsequently repairing the eye. The tears ducts aid in flushing out the waste.”


  Even as Cole was assimilating the given explanation, Kingston was dabbing a handkerchief at his eyes. “How do you know it worked?”


  “Because, Captain,” the ambassador said from behind, “I can no longer detect him in our database.” He moved forward and extended his hand, shaking Kingston’s in a congratulatory manner. “You’re free, Professor.”


  She’s a damn genius! “Trust me when I say this is very impressive,” Cole said, staring out the door from which they came, “but we need to leave before the Terraport goes back online and notices their main source of labor is in full riot mode.”


  Lin nodded. “Father, the ICV-71 is operational and ready to take us away.” She collected his hand in hers. “It’s time for you to finish what you started.”


  Kingston gazed down at her delicate fingers and gently pulled away. “There is one last item to which I must attend.”


  Uh oh.


  A shadow of confusion passed over Lin’s face. “You...you aren’t prepared to leave?”


  Kingston turned his back on his daughter and headed for the stairs leading up toward the heart of the terraformer. “The task is paramount in igniting this planet’s revolution. It could only be performed upon your arrival.” The door slid open and he walked inside.


  Lin glanced nervously between Cole and the ambassador. “Revolution?” she asked aloud. She hurried after Kingston. “I insist we leave.”


  Cole watched father and daughter enter the room and felt a knot form in his stomach. Another unexpected variable. “Were you aware of this ‘task’?” he asked the ambassador.


  “Of course.”


  “And?” Cole demanded. “You were so talkative a few minutes ago. Now’s not the best time to withhold confidential information which might impact the outcome of this mission.”


  Silence was all Cole received, and he faced the doorway through which Lin had vanished with Kingston. Seconds turned into minutes as he waited for them to return. The silence was excruciating. He purposely creaked his gloves just to hear a sound other than the dull, muted hum of the terraformer whirring deep inside the massive steel column.


  The lights dimmed in the room, and the ambassador looked around as though expecting the occurrence. Cole ignored him and bolted up the steps. He nearly collided with Lin upon entering the room. Her face was gray.


  “What happened?” Cole asked her, gripping her shoulders. “What did he do?”


  “I’ve severed all power to the main reactor,” Kingston answered for her. He stepped around his listless daughter and past Cole. “We have thirty minutes to reach orbit before the terraformer slows to a halt and reaches critical mass.”


  Oh, shit! Cole thought back to the ultimatum Emmerich had given him before she passed out from her injuries. Her concerns may have been warranted after all.


  “Critical mass,” Cole repeated. “As in meltdown. As in boom?” For emphasis, he used his hands to indicate an explosion.


  Kingston gazed at Cole as though he were daft. “Crude, though accurate.”


  Cole followed him down the steps. “Um, would you care to explain why?”


  “Perhaps you would care to explain your involvement in these matters?” Kingston countered as he continued toward the exit.


  Cole slammed his hand on the hollow metal rail. “I’m your damn meal ticket, pal!” Everyone turned to face him, shocked at his outburst. “And if you want to get off this rock in any other state than powder, you best start explaining yourself.”


  Kingston glowered at Lin. “Is this what I must contend with when we are so close to accomplishing our goal?”


  “Our goal?” Cole said, furious.


  “He intends to level hundreds of square miles of newly terraformed land atop the dormitories.” The response came from Lin’s Rook. There was no inflection in her synthetic voice, no emotion. “The same dormitory to which all the debtors have been evacuated.”


  “A heavily reinforced bunker designed to withstand such a catastrophe,” Kingston said in defense. “Must we have this discussion as time evades us?”


  Oh, now he’s in a hurry. “You can tell us all about your plans for System dominance on the ship after you restore power back to the terraformer,” Cole said, insistent.


  His expression was grim. “I’m afraid that is an impossibility.”


  Lin nodded, though her expression was anything but pleased. “The power grid has sustained irreparable damage.” She looked at her father, disbelief and hurt apparent in her eyes. “There’s not enough time to troubleshoot a proper solution.”


  Cole was at a loss for words. I just stopped one nutcase from attempting the same thing up on the Terraport. Looks like Kingston double-crossed the double-crosser. “Even if these so-called dormitories somehow protect the inhabitants—which I doubt they will—what’s the point in putting so many lives at risk in the first place?”


  “To send a crippling message to Terracom.”


  He threw up his arms, frustrated. “The Terraport is dark and struggling to regain control. And you said it yourself that the uprising has already begun. Why not let the debtors wage their revolution.” Then a realization hit him as he reached the bottom of the steps. Kingston’s raised eyebrow only confirmed his worst fears. “You never told them of the danger....”


  “Certainly not!” Some of the professor’s long hair escaped from behind his ears and fell across his reddening face. “It was difficult enough to convince them to take shelter down below while I attempted to counteract the recall rooms and stabilize the terraformer reactor.”


  Cole was at a loss for words.


  “Their revolution can commence once the threat of contamination passes,” Kingston said, hooking his hair back over his ears.


  “But their possibility of survival is poor,” Lin said, ice in her voice. “The dormitories were never designed to withstand a full meltdown. And no one knows how long the contamination will last. They might starve...or suffocate.”


  “You fail to see the full scope of my vision.” Kingston sighed. “You disappoint me, Lin. A few thousand hopeless criminals sacrificing themselves for the greater good—”


  “Don’t lecture me on the greater good, father!” Lin was livid, her rook glowing red. “I came to save you! Not slaughter slaves.”


  A blaring siren interrupted their discussion, followed by the intense voice of a woman issuing a warning for the immediate evacuation of the DC-Alpha-6 terraformer. She announced a thirty minute countdown shortly thereafter.


  Kingston’s eyes opened wide. “I personally deactivated the alert system,” he said, stunned.


  “Professor,” the ambassador said, his tone urgent, “we must get you to safety aboard the ship. The revolution is certain to begin.”


  “They will have no chance above ground!” Lin shouted at her father. “You must do something.” She gently grabbed his arm and turned him to face her. “This isn’t you. The man I knew would do everything in his power to help those in need.”


  Kingston yanked his arm away. “The process is irreversible. Nothing can be done now.”


  Lin was hysterical. “Father....”


  “The father you knew never existed, Lin.” His stare forced her back several steps. “You were just too ignorant and enveloped in your studies to see the obvious signs. Your mother saw them. She’s the sole reason I spent seven years wasting away in this pit.” He straightened his jacket and turned to leave with the ambassador.


  “But what of your Cosmic Particle project?” Her voice was a whisper, barely loud enough to register above the siren. Regardless, Kingston had heard her.


  He stopped, his shoulders slumping. “A myth, Lin. All of it.” He met her gaze briefly. “It was a front for my involvement with—”


  He never finished the sentence for a loud crash had interrupted him. It had come from further within the terraformer. Everyone in the room went quiet, sharing the same terrified expression. The growing buzz of confused and angry voices could be heard.


  “You must convince them to return to the dormitories,” Kingston said to the ambassador, desperate. “They are expecting you. They must be made to understand.”


  Hesitation clouded the ambassador’s cool exterior. He seemed more eager to head toward the ship. Who can blame him, Cole thought. He was probably hoping to tag along with us.


  “Why don’t you tell them yourself, Professor.” Cole stepped toward Kingston, ignoring the ambassador’s death stare. “You’re the ‘Singularity’.” He added air quotes for emphasis. “Tell them what fate awaits them. You made your bed; why don’t lay in it?”


  “Step aside, Captain,” Kingston said, his voice shaky. “Your role in this is clear. Do not think you aren’t expendable.”


  “Expendable like the rest of the debtors you’re abandoning to their deaths?” He turned and gestured behind him toward the sound of approaching voices. A hand fell upon his hip where he had affixed Emmerich’s sidearm and holster. The weapon was yanked out, and Cole kicked out to the side without looking. The ambassador stumbled back, barely managing to keep his footing. Cole reached out for the closest object in his vicinity. He pitched Lin’s unsuspecting Rook directly at the ambassador’s face just as he was pointing the weapon to shoot. The cube hit near his eye, and the Terracom defect cried out, his aim off as he pulled the trigger. The blast missed its target, but found another in its place.


  Lin shrieked. Kingston’s knees buckled as he clutched at the small hole in his side below his ribcage. The light in his eyes faded as his life slipped from him. He collapsed into Lin’s arms, the two of them slumping to the ground.


  Cole seized the moment to drive his elbow into the stunned ambassador’s temple, immediately dropping him. He collected the sidearm and slipped it back into his holster, snapping the strap over top it for protection. He did not check to see if the man was alive. The rabble will know what to do with him.


  “Time to go, Doc,” Cole said, unsympathetic to Lin’s pain. He reached down to grab under her arm, but she was already attempting to stand while trying—but failing—to lift her father. She looked at him, pleading, but no words came. Cole knew at once that her Rook had been damaged.


  Despite the communication barrier, Cole found all the answers he needed in her desperate eyes. He was not sure how he knew, but they begged for his assistance to shoulder Kingston back to the ship. Seeing that her injured father was yet breathing—and in spite of all that had so recently transpired—he nodded his support.


  The subsequent warning for twenty-five minutes to critical mass blared over the loudspeaker. The urgency of their situation fueled adrenaline to their arms and legs. Captain and engineer supported either side of the Singularity and made their slow, awkward escape for the ICV-71.


  “We’re coming, Cain.” Cole said aloud, stopping to snatch the damaged Rook from the ground. He assumed the AI would hear him like before. “Ready the ship for departure.”


  No response came.


  Cole fought back his queasiness as the linked trio staggered through the doorway. The myriad of hallways and offices was overwhelming “We’re gonna need those directions back to the ship, Cain. Do you have a lock on our location?”


  Again, no response.


  Kingston raised an unsteady arm before Cole could verbalize his growing panic. The trembling finger pointed a particular direction, and Cole and Lin followed the cue. There was no telling how much longer he could help them.


  Unless he’s leading us into a trap, Cole thought, hoping he was wrong. Where are you, Cain? Now’s not the best time to ignore me.


  The walk back to the bay was excruciating, and more than a little nerve-wracking. More than once they had to duck into the abandoned offices for fear of discovery by wandering debtors. The prisoner had not only managed to override the recall rooms, but they also seemed to be ahead as well as behind Cole and company.


  By the time they reached the long tunnel leading back to the ship, they had lost ten more minutes. It was obvious even from a distance that all was not well. There was no sign of activity; all was quiet. Cole was certain he knew why, and he could see well enough through the glass structure to verify that his worst fear had come true.


  The ICV-71 was gone.


  9


  EQUALS


  The distant sound of rushing footsteps interrupted Cole’s desire to scream and curse CAIN’s name aloud. He was trapped on DC-Alpha-6 with thousands of criminals who were desperate to escape. They would soon find him, Lin, and Kingston, learn of their betrayal, and all share in the same instantaneous death.


  <You must hurry to the top of the terraformer generator tower, Captain.>


  “Cain!” Cole shouted in response to the AI’s unexpected earpiece invasion. Aren’t you forgetting a couple passengers?


  <My apologies, Captain. The landing bay had been invaded by unauthorized civilians attempting to board. I was forced to abandon my post.>


  How did that happen? Cole asked, seeing that Lin was hearing the same conversation.


  <Again, my apologies. After I established communication with the system mainframe, I was able to override all set commands and trigger an alert once power was severed from the reactor. I detected life forms in the dormitories and allowed them unhindered access throughout the compound.>


  And some of them made a b-line for the bay, Cole assumed.


  You spoke of the top of the terraformer generator tower, came a familiar set of dulcet tones.


  Cole shot Lin a confounded look. Her voice had not come from the Rook, but inside his earpiece. Lin? he tried. The engineer acknowledged her name with a quick glance.


  <With her express permission, I have taken the liberty of routing my maker’s mental broadcast, via her Rook,> CAIN said as though transferring electronic thoughts were an everyday occurrence.


  <Think of it as a conference call,> Lin added.


  Temporary, I hope, Cole thought, suddenly worried that his deepest, darkest thoughts were being mined. The tower, Cain.


  <There is an emergency exit and landing zone at the tower’s summit. You must make haste to the central maintenance lift and rendezvous at the top near the atmosphere intake vent. I will direct you accordingly.>


  We’ll never make it in under fifteen minutes, Lin said, despair in her voice.


  “The...gurney....”


  “Gurney?” Cole repeated Kingston’s broken words, amazed he was still alive.


  <The infirmary, Captain,> CAIN said, an unusual hint of urgency in his otherwise calm voice. <There is an automated medical gurney with hovering capabilities to maneuver through the facility. Several individuals can climb aboard the railing platforms on either side. Once activated, I will augment the safety parameters on the device to accelerate and remotely guide you to your destination.>


  Which way, Cain? Cole asked. I think we’re about to have—


  Their “company” rounded the corner of the hall and slowed to a halt. There were seven in all, most of whom seemed just as surprised to see two strangers supporting their dying leader. No one said a word. It was then Cole backed into his Corner and knew exactly what had to be done.


  “Help us!” he yelled to them, urging Lin to move toward the confused group. “The Singularity has been assassinated!”


  The emphasis on the last word was all that was needed to sway them. Three of the debtors rushed to meet Kingston, and Cole knew he would have to build the story to keep any suspicion off of him. Luckily he was a good bullshitter.


  “What happened?” asked short, gruff man with a skunk streak of white on the right side of his head. His attention on the grievous wound.


  “The infirmary,” Cole demanded, gesturing to one of the larger debtors in the group. “We have to rush him there immediately. I’ll explain on the way.” He instructed the man to take Lin’s place. Another person volunteered, lifting the professor’s legs. Cole held his role and allowed the group to lead them to the desired destination.


  The ten minute warning klaxon wailed as they stepped foot in the infirmary. By then, Cole had introduced Lin as Kingston’s daughter, blamed just about every possible wrongdoing upon the ambassador—whose name he never discovered—and had whipped the debtors into quite the fury. They knew exactly of whom he spoke. Cole wondered what they would do if they learned the truth of the matter.


  Kingston was laid upon the gurney, and it seemed as if the man’s fate might finally be at hand. He was gray, his eyes shut in obvious agony. Cole had to work fast in order to—


  The gurney came to life, the room’s occupants stepping away in surprise as the automated bed performed a full-body scan. A hologram projected overtop of Kingston, presenting a perfectly accurate internal diagnostic of his body. Even as the entry wound was indicated in red on 3D diagram, several tendril-like appendages erupted from the bedside like a nightmare. The tips of the appendages snipped away cloth, cleaned the cauterized wound, and slipped inside to investigate the extent of the damage. Kingston acknowledged the invasion with little more than a weak moan.


  Cole leaned in close to Kingston, almost grazing the man’s lips. He made eye contact with a tense Lin, and passed along the mental message: Trust me. She gave the smallest of nods, and he straightened.


  “The Singularity has spoken,” he announced, making sure everyone was listening. Cole ignored the tinny mechanical sounds of the gurney as it performed its wonders on the dying man. “There is one chance.” He held up his index finger and displayed it to everyone. “If this terraformer is to be stabilized, he must be brought to the central maintenance lift in order to perform a desperate maneuver.”


  Now to seal or break the deal. Cole looked down and met Kingston’s bleary gaze, hoping against all hope the man was coherent enough and cognizant of the lie to play along. The gurney’s automated efforts must have been quick to help, because a hint of light seeped back into his eyes, and he met Cole’s pleading gaze. Whether or not he knew the entirety of the situation was unclear, but he offered a definitive nod.


  I’m saving the wrong guy, Cole thought to himself, hoping CAIN was not passing along everything he considered. He did, however, expect the AI to respond to his next thought. We’re ready, Cain.


  <I’ve taken the liberty of modifying a few more features on the gurney to speed you along. I have secured a tentative location atop the tower, however the intake vents make for an unstable environment.>


  We’ll cross that bridge when we get there. Cole stepped onto the narrow platform and grabbed the railing for support. Lin followed suit on the opposite side.


  And so did the stocky debtor assisting them.


  Cole said nothing of the unexpected passenger, though he did have a use for him, even if it was ultimately unnecessary. “Can you direct the gurney toward the central maintenance lift?” he asked him, realizing he would need someone to cover for CAIN’s unexplainable remote access.


  The man nodded, and pointed to a particular place inside the hologram. The gurney rose from the floor and drifted out of the infirmary. Everyone held on tight as the medical hovercraft raced toward its destination.


  Scores of debtors stood aside as they moved closer to the center of the terraformer. Their faces were tense and wrought with confusion. Cole could not look any of them in the eye for fear he would see only ghosts.


  The five minute warning sounded just short of them arriving at the vacant lift deep within the terraformer. The lift was a platform in the shape of the cylindrical pillar itself, large enough to withhold several pieces of heavy machinery. There were no walls, allowing access to panels and corridors in nearly every direction. Cole looked up and could not see the top to where they needed to escape.


  I hope you modified this lift as well, Cain.


  <You must hurry, Captain.>


  That’s not reassuring at all.


  The gurney drifted toward the center of the lift, dwarfed by its size. The platform began to rise—much slower than Cole would have hoped. They had less than five minutes to board the ship and be beyond range of the explosion. It didn’t seem possible.


  “I’m coming with you,” the stocky man said.


  Cole blinked, his palms sweating on the gurney rail. “Come again?”


  “You heard me, flightboy. I ain’t stupid. I know what’s going on, and I want in.”


  Out, you mean. “Enlighten me, then,” Cole said, hoping to buy time as he decided how to approach this newest obstacle.


  The man chuckled, shaking his head. “You don’t think that story you crapped out fooled everyone, do you?” he asked, scratching behind his ear. “Racing to this lift to repair an issue in another section of the plant? Hah! I’ve been slaving away in this godforsaken monstrosity for six years, makin’ all sorts of repairs. I know how these things work—seen what makes ‘em tick, and she’s a tickin’ time bomb ‘bout to blow.” He pointed a meaty finger up. “There’s an escape ship waiting near the exhaust vent, ain’t there?”


  No point in carrying on with this lie. “Alright, you caught us red-handed. Why should we let you come with us...if we make it out alive?”


  “Was a tactical spacecraft mechanic for Starforce during the Carbon Wars. Never was good at flyin’ the space junkers, but I seen and fixed all sorts of shit.” He cracked his neck and knuckles. “‘Sides, I’m coming whether you like it or not.”


  Cole was slightly taller but was not nearly as stocky. He was probably ten years the mechanic’s junior with the same military training. It would be an ugly fight. Or... “Excellent.” He saluted the mechanic. “Glad to know another Zoomie—or Rotorhead—in your case.” He extended his hand to shake. “Me, I was a Senior Spaceman, 47th Division under Admiral Arturo Preston.” It was mostly true, but there was no way to prove just how far up the ladder he had climbed. No need to gloat.


  The man scratched his beard, his dark eyes settling upon Lin a little too long. He grinned. “Richter Solomon.” He accepted Cole’s outstretched hand, squeezing with all his might. “Call me Rig. Add G E R after it, and I’ll knock your teeth in, Nugget.”


  Nugget. Cole remembered the slang fondly. “Says the man who openly admitted to never being any good at flying.”


  Rig laughed, squeezing Cole’s hand even harder in the process. “I’m amazed you learned to fly anything coming in after the war.”


  Cole wondered if he would be able to fly anything ever again if Rig did not let go. It took all he had to keep his expression calm. Thankfully, the mechanic did let go, and Cole hid his trembling appendage behind his back. “Yeah, well I’ll be even more amazed if you can figure out how to maintain my ship once we’re aboard.”


  “Ain’t nothin’ I haven’t seen,” Rig said, looking Kingston over.


  Cole smiled. “Speaking of seeing, you might be able to escape from Terracom 3, but they’ll track you down once the Terraport is operational. I can’t have that sort trouble.”


  Rig pointed at Kingston. “What about the cult of personality, here? He’s got the same shit in his eyes as I do.”


  Cole wiped his brow and looked at Lin. She shook her head. “He’s a special case who won the retinal branding removal lottery.”


  Rig seemed unconvinced but did not pursue the topic further. The three minute warning erupted louder than all the previous alerts, and everyone looked up, wondering just how close they were to reaching their escape. A ceiling was visible but still too far away for any comfort.


  We’re coming, Cain. I hope you’re ready.


  <I await your command, Captain.>


  The two minute warning to critical mass came and went, and the top of the pillar never seemed so far away. All chatter turned to neck craning and second-counting. One minute sounded, though the roar of the slowing exhaust vents nearly muted their death clock. The platform reached the highest level with roughly fifty seconds to spare, and the group was off the lift before it completely halted.


  Rig seemed to know the way up and out, so Cole and Lin deferred to him. The pillar shook, and metal groaned as though they were in the midst of a minor quake. The temperature at the top was stifling, the air thin. Cole could not tell whether the hazardous conditions had killed Kingston. In thirty seconds, he would most certainly be dead along with everyone else.


  Cole and Rig yanked the Singularity unceremoniously from his life support gurney and rushed him up a zigzagging staircase toward a lone door. Lin ran ahead to check the exit, and mercifully, it opened.


  Blazing light poured into the terraformer, while an incredible vacuum threatened to suck them off their feet. Even running at one percent, the cyclonic draw of semi-poisonous atmosphere created a dangerous vortex at the top of the intake vents. The roar of the seizing generators canceled all sound, and they ran toward what they hoped was their salvation.


  The pillar shifted beneath their feet, sending the group tumbling to the ground. An enormous explosion sounded from deep inside complex, and Cole wondered if maybe they were too late. As eyes adjusted, only three of the four escapees were present. Both he and Lin were standing, but Rig was still on the ground, desperately clutching onto a ledge leading into the intake vent. His other hand was out of view, and Cole knew Kingston was attached.


  The ICV-71 was waiting yards away in the other direction, the cargo ramp lowered and inviting. There was a desire to grab Lin and ditch the others. Cole spit in fate’s eye and ran for the two men in peril, hoping the meltdown would have a delay before total implosion.


  He dove onto his stomach, sliding within inches of being drawn into the titan meat-grinder. Kingston hung limp in Rig’s straining hand. The rotor was nearly stopped, the screeching of metal against metal an endless explosion in his ears. Rig’s dumbfounded expression would have made Cole laugh had he not been staring into the eyes of the Grim Reaper. Unable to reach Kingston’s other hand, he reached over and grabbed the mechanic’s wrist and pulled with all his might. The dead weight that was the Singularity rose out of the blender and was tossed to safety like a sack of grain.


  Unable to gather their breath, Cole and Rig struggled to their feet and collected Kingston. The harrowing rescue had tapped a well of adrenaline in Cole, and he slung Lin’s father over his shoulder as though he were a child. That same stupid look on Rig’s face returned as they sprinted for the ship. Their world shook violently once more, and the horizon appeared to be slightly askew.


  Terror seized Cole’s heart. The pillar’s tipping over....


  Critical mass was at hand, the facility crumbling in the face of the inevitable explosion. Cole and Rig dashed up the ramp, and Kingston was passed off to Lin. She tumbled to the floor under her father’s weight, but Cole barely noticed in his mad rush toward the bridge.


  “Get us out of here, Cain!” Cole shouted, racing past the lift to take the stairs.


  <I await your command, Captain.>


  “Dammit, Cain!” Cole lost his balance as the ship began to tilt along with the tipping tower. “I don’t have time for your games! You flew this tin can up here! You can do it again!”


  <I await your command, Captain.>


  “We’re all going to die, Cain!” Cole screamed, his patience gone. He tripped on a step and crashed into a wall. He pushed away and punched it. “If you don’t help us, you’ll never get the chance to evolve past a goddamn circuit board!”


  <Would you consider me your equal then, Captain?>


  “What are you...” Then everything was crystal clear. How had he missed so obvious a detail? He knew exactly what to do.


  <Captain?>


  Cole stopped running. “Cain, I consider you my friend. And as your friend, I’m asking you to take command of this mission so we can continue together,” he clenched his fists, “as equals.”


  The pending silence from the AI was the darkest moment of Cole’s life. He leaned against the wall, struggling to stay upright. He would not be able to reach the next level to access the bridge.


  <Thank you, Captain,> CAIN said, gentleness to his tone. <Please hold tight.>


  The ICV-71’s engines erupted to life, and the ship lurched forward, sending Cole tumbling back down the steps he had just ascended. He sat and braced himself against the closest wall with a grimace. What the hell was I supposed to hold onto? He tapped into the Ocunet and uploaded the remote viewport to see what Cain was doing. He wished he had not.


  The ship seemed in free-fall as it sped away from the descending pillar. The ground came at them entirely too fast, and Cole wondered if he had opened Pandora’s Box just to reach in and watch the lid close on his fingers.


  But this was the ICV-71, an F-class cargo vessel with state-of-the-art precision handling. It was designed as a fighter ship with a streamlined freighter hull. She pulled up with ease, dancing through the fog of debris and rising inferno. CAIN threaded the eye of a needle with ease, effortlessly dodged raindrops in a deluge. It was beautiful to behold.


  Cole switched to rear view in time to witness the absolute destruction of DC-Alpha-6. The pillar slammed against the planet’s surface, igniting the cataclysmic explosion. He felt the shockwave a fraction of a second before he heard what sounded like mountains colliding just outside the ship. The ICV-71 seemed to be doing cartwheels, so badly was he jostled. But CAIN’s focus remained true.


  Cole witnessed second hand the unnecessary decimation of thousands of undeserving victims. The mushroom cloud drove its devastating fist into the unfinished sky, mocking the terraforming gods. It was the last Cole saw of Terracom 3 before the ship parted the clouds and shot into orbit.


  PART TWO


  TWIST OF CAIN


  ICARUS LOG 001: Continued


  “To say the odds are against us would be a monumental understatement. Right now, slowly passing out from oxygen deprivation is starting to sound rather appealing. It’s better than the alternatives. Besides, I’m tired of pretending to be something I’m not. Maybe we deserve this.”
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  SCOUT


  “Where’s Forester?”


  Rig looked over his shoulder and scanned the empty bridge. He scratched his beard and faced Cole. “Who?”


  Cole cast the mechanic a quick glance and frowned, embarrassed. “Sorry. I thought you were Lin...ah, er Dr. Dartmouth.” He gestured behind him. “Kingston’s daughter.”


  Rig looked to where Cole had indicated. “Huh. Never knew he had a daughter. She’s cute.”


  “She’s mute.” Did I just try to dissuade him from making a move on Lin? He reached into his jacket pocket and removed the bulky cube which spoke her thoughts. He passed it along to Rig. “Can you bring this Rook over to her? She’s going to need it.”


  The mechanic accepted the item and whistled, impressed. “These don’t come cheap.” He turned it over in his hands. “Some serious modifications made to it. Looks damaged. What happened to it?”


  Cole grinned. “I threw it at that ambassador’s face when he slipped the sidearm from my holster to murder me.” He slapped the weapon against his thigh.


  Rig sat in the co-pilot chair, and Cole scowled. “You people are crazy,” he said, tossing the Rook into the air like a tennis ball. “Kicked Terracom square in the nuts.” He caught the cube and shook it towards Cole. “You know, I’m glad I forced you to take me along.”


  Cole let go of the yoke and sat back. “She’s gonna need that.” He nodded toward the Rook.


  “Pretty sure her dad’s dead. Didn’t look so good when I helped her strap him in before takeoff.” He lightly tapped the cube on the console. “Doubt she’s in a rush to talk with a corpse.”


  “Do you know that for a fact?”


  Rig shrugged, uncaring.


  Should have left him on the planet. “Regardless, she’s going to need to repair that.”


  “You weren’t kiddin’ about this ship,” Rig said, ignoring Cole’s comment. “Never seen anything like her before. She’s a freighter but handles like a fighter.” He sniffed. “I guess when you got unicred like SolEx has, you can go a little overboard.” He tossed the Rook again. “You said she’s fully automa—”


  Cole snatched the cube just before it landed in Rig’s hand. He stood, staring at the viewport. The Terraport was still a short distance off, a dark, ugly silhouette blotting out a section of stars. “Cain. How long until we reach our jump point?”


  <Just under ten minutes, Captain,> the AI answered.


  “You still good with flying solo?”


  <I am.>


  “Good,” Cole said, turning to leave the bridge. “Keep Mr. Solomon occupied during my absence. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”


  <Yes, Captain.>


  “Where you goin’?” Rig asked, clearly nervous about an untested AI program flying unattended.


  “To give this back to Lin,” he said, holding out the Rook, “and hopefully find Forester.” He left the mechanic behind and went in search of the engineer. He made it as far as the entrance to the recreation area before remembering that he had no idea where she was. He’d never taken the ten cent tour of the ICV-71 before it was hijacked.


  A 3D line diagram map of the ship’s interior appeared in the corner of his vision, and Cole knew CAIN had been paying close attention to his conversation with Rig. A flashing blue dot indicated his intended path to the medical ward at the aft of the ship. He was beginning to really like his AI friend.


  Thanks, Cain.


  <Of course, Captain. Unfortunately, Director Forester is not aboard.>


  Cole paused in mid-stride through the rec room. “He’s not?” The image of the director shaking his first angrily at the departing ICV-71 flashed in his mind. Leaving him behind to die would only compound his guilt.


  <No, Captain,> CAIN said. <The director went to investigate the scouting craft which had been following us, and he never returned.>


  “What happened to him?” He continued walking, leaving the rec room and entering the living quarters where he and Forester had temporarily tied and locked up Emmerich. He kept walking, dreading the thought of dealing with her when the time came. Whenever that would be.


  <I am not quite sure, Captain. Director Forester approached the pilot after the ship entered the hangar on Terracom 3, but their encounter was out of view. I know only that the scout took off shortly after I piloted the ICV-71 to the top of the terraformer.”


  “Which means our good director must’ve failed to stop the pilot,” Cole surmised.


  <It would appear so.>


  Cole sighed and continued to the medical ward, traveling down the connecting hallway for the first time. He had yet to fully explore the interior and discover what other secrets she might be harboring. A sinking feeling in his stomach made him believe this rescue mission would end long before he ever got the chance.


  The medical ward was separated into two rooms across from one another. They dead-ended against the other lift for easy access to an exit. Or escape, Cole thought, considering his situation. He stepped into the room to find Lin in the midst of a complicated process about which he knew nothing. She looked away from her work to see who had entered, then glanced at the Rook with a sigh of relief.


  “I hope you can fix this, Doc,” Cole said, approaching the table upon which Kingston was secured. The man lay still, the back of his head resting upon an unusual contraption which clamped to his temples. A myriad of wires snaked from the device and spilled onto the floor where they terminated into a metal briefcase with a small docking unit inside. Connected to the dock was an item not all that dissimilar to Lin’s Rook. Only this cube was transparent, with a dim orange glow at its center.


  Lin nodded, though she had already turned back to her science experiment. She was deep in the throes of her Ocunet orchestration. Her haptic gloved hands worked furiously at the air, flinging, swiping, and typing information into some unknown program. Cole watched her, entranced. He studied the Rook in his hands, then back at the one in the dock which was attached to Kingston’s head.


  Is she...?


  <Scout ship detected, Captain,> CAIN said, interrupting Cole’s thoughts. <It is the same one that followed us to Terracom 3.>


  Cole set Lin’s Rook by her feet and rushed out of the medical ward. She would have to add her peculiar project to her long list of things to explain. He slowed to a halt at the bridge’s entrance, staring at the person sitting in his flight chair.


  Rig tilted his head and cracked his neck before facing Cole. “Hey, you seein’ this?”


  “Yes, I see that you’re in my chair, stowaway,” Cole said, aggravated. He approached the mechanic and gestured for him to retake the co-pilot chair. Surprisingly, he did so without complaint. “And yes, I was informed of our situation.” He sat down, his attention directed toward the viewport screen.


  <I am attempting to establish contact with the vessel mainframe, Captain,> CAIN said, his monotone voice coming through the console speakers.


  “Good. Talk that scout into flying up the Terraport’s ass.”


  <Captain?>


  “Just ignore that last comment, Cain,” Cole said, waving his hand dismissively. “Carry on.”


  “I’d ask what she said to tick you off so bad,” Rig said, a sly grin distorting his beard, “but seein’ as she ain’t able to....”


  “Do you not care that you’re probably the only one to survive your debt colony?” Cole asked, his ire piqued. “Those people you worked alongside for six years are dead.” He pointed his arm toward the back of the bridge. “All because of that bastard I helped rescue.”


  Rig followed Cole’s arm and stared. “You rescued me too.”


  Yeah, but who’s going to rescue me? He let his arm fall.


  <Captain, I’m receiving a signal from the Terraport,> CAIN said, adding to Cole’s mounting concern. <They seem to be partly back online.>


  No... That’s not possible. “I seem to recall a certain Dr. Dartmouth mentioning something about it taking them hours to reset.”


  <Perhaps another missed variable on her part.>


  Cole’s eyes narrowed. Was that sarcasm? It wasn’t so much the AI’s comment as it was the use of the word “variable” that caught his attention. “Just so. Book smarts will only get you so far, and Lin is a walking textbook.”


  “You should’ve nuked that place as well,” Rig said, his attention upon the closing gap between the ICV-71 and the Terraport. “My eyes are still connected to them.”


  “Which is why I regret having you aboard,” Cole said, grabbing the yoke despite CAIN’s control.


  <Kobold-2s are en route, Captain.>


  “Oh, this is getting better all the time!” Cole pounded his fist on the armrest. “No way they escort us a second time. How long until we jump?”


  <Calculations for the Dark Matter Processor are nearly complete. We will be within range of proper trajectory in two minutes.>


  “Maybe they’re just lookin’ to chat,” Rig said.


  <Kobold-2s are armed and are attempting to lock onto our coordinates,> CAIN said, causing Rig to shrink back in his chair.


  “Defensive maneuvers, Cain!” Cole barked, buckling himself in for a wild ride. “Alert the good doctor and her father to find a secure location.”


  <Of course, Captain,> CAIN said, announcing the battle to come over the loud speakers.


  <All thrusters are 100 percent operational,> the AI said, rejoining the bridge. <I am currently in the process of intercepting their weapons systems. Shall I initiate the cloaking function?>


  “Yes,” Cole said, having forgotten the ship’s capability to alter its hull appearance. “Can the mimicry replicate solid black?”


  <I have already taken the liberty of applying that selection, Captain.>


  Cole rolled his eyes. “Are you trained in combat as well, Cain?” he asked in-jest.


  <My maker allowed me complete access to all current Military flight training exercises.>


  “Did you beat the high score after you completed it?”


  <I fail to understand your need for mockery, Captain.>


  Cole sighed. “Training’s great and all, Cain, but nothing compares to the real thing. You can conquer the most complex flight simulators, but human unpredictability can get ugly here in the shit.” He tightened his grip on the yoke, and tapped his fingers on the throttle as though he was playing a piano. “Best you watch and learn, rookie.”


  <Contrary to public perception, Terracom is a corporation bound by manmade laws,> CAIN explained, attempting to prove Cole wrong. <As such, this particular situation indicates we will be verbally engaged initially prior to any combat.>


  “I hope Lin left some room for growth in that brain of yours,” Cole said to CAIN, finally locating the approaching fighters on the viewport screen. “Because you’re about to receive some much-needed experience points.”


  “This boat got any weapon of its own?” Rig asked, his attention focused on the console.


  “So I was told,” Cole said, recalling Forester explanation of the ship’s offensive capabilities. “I’m curious as to what sort of weapons. Care to elaborate, Cain?”


  <Most of the ICV-71’s weapons are defensive warheads,> CAIN explained. <Jammers, Decoys, and Magnetic Depth Charges comprise our limited evasive arsenal. We have six operational Kinetic Missiles, however our two hull-mounted Auto Cannons are non-functional.>


  “No auto cannons?” Rig asked Cole. “What, did you forget to lock and load before you decided to take on Terrorcom?”


  Cole shook his head. “This isn’t my mission,” he reminded. “Anyway, the ICV-71 is a prototype vessel. It was on its maiden voyage to deliver cargo and wow a potential SolEx customer. Either the cannons are for show, or SolEx had yet to verify all legal aspects of mounting a full-frontal assault weapon. They are a delivery company, after all.”


  <Your latter statement is correct, Captain,> CAIN said.


  A lot of good me being right is going to do us against two war machines. He watched one of the Kobold-2s break from its current course and fly low. The maneuver was not suggestive of an escort. “I hope this ship’s EMP deflector can help us evade a short-range missile attack, Cain.”


  <Energy based missiles, such as plasma, Captain,> CAIN said just as an alert appeared on the viewport, <Not so all other weapons... Both Kobold-2s have locked onto our location, Captain. Single warhead released from each. Nuclear.”


  “No time like the present to see if we can evade a nuke!” Cole shouted, preparing to bank a hard right and unleash the deflector. But the missiles collided with each other well before they reached the ICV-71. Cole pulled back hard on the yoke to avoid the debris from the blast. The shockwave rattled the whole of the ship. What just happened?


  <I have disrupted their weapons guidance system, Captain,> CAIN said easily. <Any targeting weapons will be unable to locate us.>


  “They’ll be forced to manually take us out,” Cole inferred as both Kobold-2s zipped past beneath the ship. “We’ll make it difficult for them with a rear assault.”


  <Captain, we may be able to fend them off for a time, but the ICV-71 cannot out-maneuver fighters of this caliber,> CAIN explained. <Furthermore, we will be unable to make a proper jump while in the midst of open space combat.>


  Cole had wondered as much. He swore. “I guess we’ll have to make our pesky toys count to buy us time to pull away.” He faced a nervous Rig. “Are you regretting hitching a ride with us ‘crazy’ people?”


  The mechanic shrugged. “Either way, I’ll be dead.”


  “That’s the spirit!”


  <Both fighters have made an about- face, Captain,> CAIN said, then added, <and a third member has joined their rank.>


  “The scout?”


  <Correct.>


  “Ganging up on us, eh? Putting the terror in Terracom.” Cole had to laugh at the insanity of the situation. How had it all come to this? “We’re little more than target practice for these guys out here with nowhere to hide. Release as you see fit, Cain, but I want no casualties.”


  <Yes, Captain.>


  Cole considered making a mad dash for the Terraport to give the fighters pause, but he knew the ICV-71 would never make it in time. There was also no telling if more Kobold-2s would be deployed. Avoiding two fighters would be difficult enough.


  “Terracom wants to grind us into space dust, Nugget,” Rig said, interrupting Cole’s train of thought. “If you’re lookin’ for a consolation prize....”


  Cole’s glare silenced the mechanic. “This isn’t my fight. I didn’t ask to be a part of this.” He indicated all around him. “I’m just trying to set things right. We don’t need to add to the debt colony debacle.” A quick, bright flash appeared on the viewport screen.


  <Kobold-2 down, Captain.>


  “What?” Cole grabbed the console. He zoomed in on the origin of the fizzled explosion and enhanced the image. There was no sign of the fighter or debris. “I told you—”


  <Not of my doing, Captain,> CAIN explained, interrupting Cole. “I have yet to disperse any artillery. It would appear friendly fire is the likely cause of its destruction.>


  Cole zoomed in further and focused on the scout ship, which had already lining up behind the unsuspecting Kobold-2. In a last second desperate maneuver, the fighter made a hard barrel role to pull away from the fray. The scout’s auto cannon appeared to have grazed the Kobold-2’s hull, but it remained intact. The fighter continued away from its initial course, heading back toward the Terraport.


  Cole’s gloved hands clenched, the leather creaking. “Cain. Who’s aboard that scout ship?”


  <I have received an open communication line,> CAIN said. <I have set the connection to conference.>


  “Who is this?” Cole demanded, annoyed at the timidity in his voice.


  “Open the payload bay door, Musgrave. I need to dock with the ICV-71.”


  Cole’s jaw fell. “Arthur! You mysterious sonofabitch! What are you doing out there?”


  “Contemplating destroying one of your engines, at the moment,” the director said dryly. “The door, Musgrave?”


  “Of course!” He was about to give CAIN the order when a thought occurred to him. “Um, are you going to fit?”


  “We’re about to find out,” he said with uncertainty. “I’m in position beneath you.”


  Cole looked up toward the viewport. As usual, the AI anticipated his thoughts. <This particular model scout vessel is capable of docking with the ICV-71, though doing so while in-flight will be a high-risk maneuver.>


  “You hear that, Arthur?” Cole asked.


  “I have no choice.”


  “He’ll kill us all,” Rig said, revealing his opinion on the matter. “Can’t risk it.”


  “Who else is there with you?” Forester asked.


  “Mr. Richter Solomon the mechanic. He’s a former debtor and fellow Terracom hater.” He smiled. “You’ll like him.”


  <The payload bay door is open and the ship pressurized, Captain,> CAIN said. <I suggest I be granted permission to remotely dock the scout ship. I have already established a connection, and I am the most qualified to attempt such a complex feat.>


  “You have my blessing.” Cole leaned close to the console. “Arthur. I assume you heard that as well?”


  There was a pause. “I did. Is such a decision wise considering prior circumstances?”


  “Bah! A lot’s changed since you went AWOL.”


  “That was less than an hour ago, and I specifically explained my—”


  <Docking in progress,> CAIN announced. <My apologies, Director Forester, but time is limited, and we must make haste if we are to complete our jump.>


  “It seems I have no choice in the matter,” Forester muttered.


  Several moments of tense silence passed as complete faith was placed in the untested AI. What began as a dull hum, grew to a buzzing crescendo as the scout’s thrusters neared the insides of the ICV-71. A terrifying thud indicated the docking arm connecting with its intended target, and the entire ship shuddered. The force of the tremor was so great, that Cole closed his eyes and braced himself for the end.


  And the end did come, but it was not what he expected.


  <Docking complete. Ship is secure.>


  The shuddering eased until all that remained was the gentle whirring of the twin engines. Cole dragged both gloved hands across his face and exhaled an exceptionally loud sigh of relief. He expected to find a new streak of gray when he next looked in the mirror. He turned to the mechanic, who was equally relieved.


  “Good thing that bay was empty, eh?”


  Cole couldn’t agree more. “It’s a good thing we have Cain on our side. Otherwise we’d be dead.” A brief image of the ICV-71 shredding like cheap tinfoil and his frozen body forever floating through space flashed in his mind. He gripped his arm rests to conceal his slight trembling.


  <The structural integrity of this ship is sound, Captain,> CAIN said. <The threat of danger was minimal under my guidance.>


  “Maybe you believe that, but this ship is a prototype, built by imperfect beings.” Cole stood, his knees weak. “No offense, Cain, but you still have a lot to learn before you can make any assumptions about people you’ve never met.”


  “CAIN is a fast learner.”


  Cole spun around to find both Lin and her repaired Rook entering the bridge. There was a hint of a sad smile on the corners of her pert lips. He returned the smile. “Hey, Doc.”


  Lin nodded, the familiar mask of indifference smothering her rare show of emotion. “How long before we jump?”


  <Momentarily, Maker,> answered CAIN in Cole’s stead. <The Dark Matter Processor is now active and releasing the necessary energy needed to transmit the trajectory coordinates to our destination and open our path. Wormhole travel is imminent.>


  “What he said.” Cole stepped away from the console to meet Lin. “Your partner-in-crime just docked with us,” he said, stopping within arm’s length of her. He saw her brow furrow and wondered if it was from his close proximity or the news of the director’s unexpected return. I’m sure my stress sweat smells wonderful to her.


  Lin nodded. Her eyes flicked over to the mechanic whose hungry stare made her squirm. “My father passed away during the battle,” she said just above a whisper. She lifted the item in her hands.


  Cole recognized the second cube as the one that had been attached to Kingston. “I’m sorry.” He made no mention of the peculiar procedure she had been performing when he had visited her. He also did not acknowledge the obvious: the mission was a complete failure. Thousands of lives had been sacrificed unnecessarily for the one man who had caused their deaths. Rage and disgust should have filled him, but he felt strangely empty and unconcerned. It made no sense.


  <Welcome, Director Forester,> CAIN said as the man walked onto the bridge.


  Cole expected to see him disheveled and covered in blood and bruises. What he saw was surreal. Forester strode forward with his usual calculating presence, unmolested and with no noticeable blemish of any kind. In fact, he looked as though he had just stepped away to use the restroom and nothing more.


  “Both of you have a LOT of explaining to do.” Cole pointed to him and Lin in turn and shook his head before returning to his chair. He looked up just as the DMP worked its technical marvel. The parting and collapsing of a confined area of the black sea that was space itself signified their departure was at hand. Cole had never been more pleased at the prospect of returning to his solar system than he was right now. “But first, let’s get out of here before Terracom mounts another assault.”


  <Jump point reached, Captain.>


  Cole raised his arm and pointed for emphasis. “Take us home, Cain.”
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  RIGGED


  Mars reared its ugly terraformed head, the alternate rendezvous destination for the crew of the ICV-71. There would be no returning to the SolEx Space Station now that everyone aboard was a wanted criminal in some capacity. While he may have been coerced into assisting the coup, he was well aware that some of his actions were questionable, and he would be viewed as an accomplice at the very least. The blackmail hanging over his head only worsened his situation. True, the rescue was ultimately a success, but the real mission was only beginning.


  The familiar warm glow of the Thermal Towers dotted and illuminated the surface. Mars was a cold planet, and no amount of terraforming could replicate the Sun’s proximity to Earth. Terracom, for all their corrupt tendencies, were scientific geniuses. Along with shaping the red planet to become Earth 2.0, they also mastered the art of efficiently harnessing energy and distributing it across the surface. The cost to maintain a second habitable blue marble? Well, Cole assumed it had something to do with bribed government officials and his gouged paycheck.


  The ICV-71 displayed its custom SolEx logo upon entering into the planet’s atmosphere. Cole was assured by both Lin and Forester that the delivery vessel would attract little or no attention. That, coupled with the proper company entry codes offered by CAIN to any questioning spaceports, would make them appear official. For a time, at least. Even if they remained hidden, Rig’s ocular tether to Terracom would eventually draw unwanted attention. Another variable unforeseen by Lin.


  The ship soared above bustling martian cities, CAIN in complete control. The AI adhered to secret coordinates previously installed by the crafty engineer long before Cole ever set foot inside the bridge. He wondered what other sort of backup plans Lin had devised inside that genius mind of hers. Did his freedom ever enter into her consideration?


  A unique silhouetted structure rose on the horizon, and Cole knew it was their destination. Sure enough, the ship slowed and dipped low toward the unidentified location. As they approached, Cole understood why this particular place had been chosen: seclusion. The compound appeared abandoned and was in a remote area a short distance from the base of the System’s largest known inactive volcano.


  Cole shook his head, impressed. “Your home base is the defunct Olympus Mons National Park nature center?” He turned to regard Lin, whose attention was solely upon the viewport. He could have sworn he saw a hint of a smile tease the crook of her mouth.


  <The vast majority of this park is owned by the Dartmouth family, Captain,> CAIN explained. <After public interest in the deceased volcano waned, the United System government scaled back funding, and the nature center closed. The park is still open, however....>


  “I don’t need a history lesson, Cain,” Cole said, laughing. “I still remember it happening when I was a kid. My dad brought me here once when I was little.” He frowned at the memory, suddenly yearning for a simpler time before being dishonorably discharged and lured into a ludicrous plot to rescue a brilliant psycho.


  The ICV-71 landed beside the building, and CAIN did a quick scan for any intelligent life forms within the immediate vicinity. The reading came up empty, and the crew prepared to disembark. All except Cole.


  “We should bring Emmerich with us,” he said to no one in particular.


  Lin and Forester shared an uncertain look, but it was Rig who spoke. “Who’s that?”


  “You’d like her. She’s an ex-military inspector for SolEx who has a major axe to grind with Terracom,” Cole explained. “She helped to organize the hijacking of this ship and had plotted to blow up the Terraport we so recently ditched. That is, until she got double-crossed by those two.” He pointed toward Lin and Forester, then removed the sidearm on his hip. “She pointed this at my face, so I broke her wrist and stuffed her in one of the bunks.” He purposely left out the clumsy encounter he had with Emmerich prior to Lin enacting her plan.


  Rig nodded. “Sounds like this Emmerich had the right idea.”


  “Yeah, well you can help me bring her off this ship. She probably won’t be able to walk since I twisted her ankle.” Cole ignored Rig’s confused expression and started for the hallway to where the inspector was being held.


  “The inspector cannot be trusted,” Forester said, stepping into Cole’s path. “She’s a dangerous radical with powerful associates. Her connections were the only reason we sought her out to begin with.”


  Cole stared hard at the director, tempted to reach out and move the slender man aside. “A radical that cannot be trusted, you say? Sorta like you?”


  Forester frowned. “Need I remind you that—”


  “That you’re holding incriminating evidence over my head?” Cole finished for him, taking a step closer. “No, Arthur, I haven’t forgotten.” He turned his head partway toward the viewport. “Cain.”


  <Yes, Captain.>


  “Display archived footage of Inspector Emmerich’s initial arrival.”


  The viewport switched over to a video screen which showed the AI’s perspective of the events during which the coup was first enacted. The room’s occupants watched in stunned silence as the not-so-distant-past played out in incriminatingly high definition. Rig gazed in amusement, taking in the spectacle with great joy, even laughing at times. Cole couldn’t help but smile at the mechanic. Even more enjoyable were the looks of dismay on the faces of Lin and Forester. He knew that the tide had turned in his favor.


  “You see, I too have damning evidence,” Cole said, turning back toward Forester. “Only mine is probably a bit more convincing than whatever it is you concocted.” He crossed his arms. “I enacted the recorder shortly after Cain went self-aware. I wanted to back up my claim to have piloted the ship all by myself in case an inquiry was conducted. I never thought I would need it to clear my name of any wrongdoing in a conspiracy to free a criminal mastermind.”


  “You people are crazy,” Rig said, clapping his hands.


  Lin laid a delicate hand on Forester’s shoulder, and he reluctantly moved away from Cole and stood behind her. Her Rook hovered beside her, and she met Cole’s gaze. “There will be no more threats made to you. On that you have my and Director Forester’s word.”


  Cole wore his skepticism. “Forgive me if I don’t believe you.”


  “Regardless, we are in your debt, and you have earned my respect. What you choose to do next will meet with no resistance.”


  Cole took a deep breath, carefully considering her words. “And if I contact the authorities?” He did not intend to invite any more unnecessary complications into an already complicated situation. While the archived footage may clear him of being a criminal mastermind, he was not certain it would completely absolve him of all misdeeds.


  Lin’s mouth twisted nervously. “I hope you decide against such a reckless decision, but no, I will not intervene.”


  “You might not,” Cole said, then pointed at Forester, “but he might.” And he really did wonder if the secretive director would make an attempt on his life. After the unbelievable escape he had managed from Terracom 3, he knew the man was hiding a dark secret.


  “Our mission was to be a peaceful one,” Lin said. “Our intentions were to free my father and avoid—”


  “Casualties?” Cole finishing. “They’re exactly what you have achieved.” He indicated everyone on the bridge. “All of us have blood on our hands. Lots of it.” He sighed. “And your father’s dead. I’d say your ‘peaceful mission’ was anything but.”


  Lin wiped tear streaks from her cheek. “What, then, do you propose we do?”


  Cole motioned for Rig to follow him toward the living quarters. “Gather the troops and head for the nature center to discuss everyone’s future. Or lack thereof.”


  “Then you have no intention of reporting us to the authorities?”


  Cole shrugged, his back still turned. “Art, right now my intention is to stay out of a debt colony. It’s the one thing any of us should be considering. The only way that’s going to happen is if we put our heads together and decide our options.”


  Cole envisioned both Lin and Forester nodding their agreement as he walked away. The mechanic joined him on his right, snapping his fingers jovially. This guy! “Are you enjoying being a fugitive? You won’t be so chipper when Terracom snatches you up again and decides to put you in a debt colony on the sun.”


  Rig boomed a full belly laugh. “Why wouldn’t I be enjoyin’ myself? I’m facin’ a slow, excruciating death either way. Might as well have some fun ‘fore I get shoved in the ass-crack of another terraformer.”


  Cole could find no fault with his logic. I like him more all the time. “Well, you best stay on your game if you want to continue enjoying your freedom.” He slowed before the door leading to the room which held Emmerich. “She might have a broken wrist and a bum ankle, but your girlfriend inside is no creampuff.”


  “You sure you want to bring her out if she’s as much trouble as you say she is?”


  “She’s as much a part of this fiasco as any of us, and she deserves to be a part of the discussion.” He shook his head, preparing to open the door. “Believe me, I’m not looking forward to kicking this hornet’s nest.”


  “She tied up in there?” Rig asked.


  “No.”


  Cole felt the sidearm slide from the holster as Emmerich uttered the single word answer for him. The barrel was pressed hard against the back of his head before he could react. He froze, only able to see Rig out of the corner of his eye. The mechanic had stepped away from the scene, his arms raised and wearing a bemused expression.


  Shit! “Hey, Inspector,” Cole said, keeping his voice level. “I see the ankle’s feeling better.”


  “Shut your damn mouth, or I’ll paint that door in front of you with your brain.”


  Rig chuckled nervously. “You Emmerich?”


  “This doesn’t concern you.”


  “Like hell, it don’t,” he countered. “You were hidin’ in that room across the hall, so I’m sure you heard what flyboy, here, was sayin’.”


  “I couldn’t care less about his discussion.” Her voice was tense, angry. “On your knees, Musgrave. Put your hands under your kneecaps. Slowly.”


  This is going well. Cole did as was asked, preparing himself for the execution to come. He wanted to plead his case, but he knew any words he spoke would only anger her more. He was at her mercy. Only Rig could save him now, and that was not a comforting thought.


  “Yer gonna put a hole through his head because he stopped you from blowin’ up that Terraport?” Rig asked.


  “That would be as good a start as any,” she said, pressing the sidearm barrel harder against Cole’s head. “You best leave before I shoot you next.”


  “Aw, c’mon,” Rig said, holding out his arms in a pleading manner. “Don’t be stupid. What good’ll that do you? He’s the pilot, and I’m the mechanic. I’d say that’d be a terrible start.”


  “If you don’t leave in the next ten seconds, I will—”


  “What was your rank in the military?” Rig asked, interrupting her.


  “What? How did you...?”


  Rig slowly lowered his arms and scratched under his chin. “Eh, it’s obvious,” he said. “I was a tactical spacecraft mechanic for Starforce during the Carbon War. You’re not much older than me, so I’m guessing we served around the same time.”


  Emmerich hesitated. “I was First Sergeant, sixth star division under Admiral Musgrave.”


  “Musgrave...” Rig pondered the name. “As in Argina Musgrave II? The same Admiral who helped bring about the end of the war?”


  “The very one,” she proclaimed proudly.


  “Shit, Emmerich! What are you doin’ wasting your time on Nugget, here? Yer a damn hero! The three of us should be working’ together, not plotting each other’s executions.”


  Emmerich smiled, though it was grim. “This ‘Nugget’ is Admiral Musgrave’s traitor son, and he can’t be trusted.” She pressed the barrel against the back of Cole’s skull until his head hit the door.


  “Musgrave’s kid, eh? So what if he’s a traitor. He saved everyone’s life from that nutcase Kingston,” Rig said in Cole’s defense. “Yours included.”


  “I told Dartmouth saving the Singularity was a lost cause!” Cole’s head bounced off the door in her anger.


  Ow.


  Rig held up his hands in. “Yeah, well, he’s dead. The plan to save him failed, and a lot of good people died as a result.”


  “The plan was to take out the Terraport and all the executives aboard it.”


  Rig shrugged. “Instead, Terrorcom lost an entire debt colony and one of its terraformers. It ain’t what you wanted, but it definitely pissed them off.” He took a step toward her. “C’mon. Killin’ him ain’t gonna do nothin’. ‘Sides, he’s got the right idea. We should do what he says and talk this all through.” He pointed at the sidearm. “It’s better than the alternative, don’t ya think?”


  Emmerich was silent for a time, but her eventual belabored sigh signaled her decision. She lowered the barrel and allowed Cole to stand. “I’m only allowing this because of your—”


  The violent thunk of bone and flesh colliding interrupted Emmerich’s words. She dropped to the floor in a heap, the sidearm skittering across the floor. Cole rounded on Rig, his fallen jaw unable to speak the necessary words.


  The mechanic rubbed his reddened fist, his face devoid of sympathy. “Never got along with military officers,” he said as though it explained his actions. “And this bitch gives us a bad name.”


  Cole wasn’t about to argue with him. A part of him wished he had done the deed himself. Now we’re going to have to carry her. He collected the sidearm and holstered it. “I can only imagine what must have happened to make her hate Terracom so much.” He knelt down and slipped his hands under her armpits. “Grab her legs; she’s still coming with us. We can’t trust her to leave her alone.”


  “Obviously,” Rig said, reaching down to collect Emmerich’s lower half.


  They hauled the unconscious inspector down the hall toward the lift at the ship’s stern. As they descended the loading ramp, both Lin and Forester were waiting for them, unable to mask their confusion. Cole stopped at the bottom and acknowledged the ship.


  “Cain?” Cole said, calling out to open air.


  <Yes, Captain.>


  “Keep me informed of anyone approaching this building.” He considered something else. “Not only is Terracom going to be hunting us down, but I’m sure SolEx is interested in finding us as well.”


  <I have already taken the liberty of dismantling all incoming and outgoing modes of communication. No one will find us.>


  The sheer conviction behind CAIN’s confident words opened Cole’s eyes. He met Lin’s gaze, knowing she had heard the sentiment as well. Her expression was troubled, though she said nothing of the AI’s definitive response.


  Cole’s mouth twisted. “Sounds good,” was all he could say. He glanced down at Emmerich’s head hanging slack to one side, then up at Rig, and finally back to Lin and Forester standing on the unkempt path leading toward the closed nature center. He suddenly felt ill. In spite what CAIN promised, he couldn’t help but feel that the real problems were still to come.
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  COLOSSUS


  “Huh. Did you know Olympus Mons is nearly three times higher than Mt. Everest?”


  Cole blinked and approached the waist-high sign touting random park. He frowned at Rig. “Have you ever seen Everest?”


  Rig scratched his beard and shook his head. “Never even been to Earth.”


  He patted the mechanic on his broad shoulder. “You’re not missing much. Besides, it’s probably five times higher than Everest since the Collapse on good old E. It’s a little wet there.”


  The two of them continued past the display and wandered into the nature center atrium. The dim glow of the setting sun cast an orange pall on the building’s interior. There was no power of which to speak since the park center had shut its doors nearly ten years ago. A heavy layer of dust had collected on all the surfaces and forgotten memorabilia. The entire building was a time capsule on a planet that had yet to celebrate a full century of human habitation.


  The group gathered around a massive, circular table with a detailed two-dimensional schematic of Olympus Mons. Emmerich was still unconscious, her legs and arms retied and secured to a nearby couch. Nobody said anything, watching as Lin silently instructed her Rook to hover toward the center of the table. The cube began a slow rotation, a thin beam of light emitting from the bottom. The table illuminated upon contact with the laser, and an image of a red sphere projected above the surface.


  “An Ocunet connection would be a grave mistake,” Cole warned, having already severed all ties with the outside world. He patted his pocket to make sure his lens case was still there.


  “For you, perhaps,” Lin said. “Likely your lenses were mass produced with a distinctive digital signature.”


  “And yours aren’t?” Cole asked. Even with his lenses’ internet access deactivated, someone searching hard enough could find him. He hoped his open communication with CAIN would not be the group’s downfall. “You’d have to design your own unique...” His words trailed when Lin nodded her agreement.


  “Correct. And I did.” She looked up at the translucent red sphere. “I was allowed unprecedented access to all manner of materials during my time with SolEx. That was a grave mistake on their behalf.”


  Brains and attitude! Why oh why did she choose the life of a radical?


  The sphere changed to a vivid green, and all power was restored to the building. Lights brightened, appliances whirred to life, and the sphere dimmed to a soft white, assuming the shape of a crude, androgynous, humanoid face. It regarded Lin.


  “Greetings, Dr. Dartmouth.”


  She nodded and took several steps back. “I need you to open the lab.”


  “Of course, Dr. Dartmouth,” the face said, and there was a loud metal thud that sent a tremor through the floor. The face, along with the rest of the table, rose upward to reveal a hidden entrance to a lift. The door slid open, inviting the group to enter.


  “I don’t remember this part of the tour the last time I was here,” Cole said, shaking his head.


  “This nature center doubles as a research facility for the science community elite,” Lin explained, stepping toward the lift. “My father had it built in secret as a means of conducting advanced experiments. The scale of his research eventually outgrew this building, but it remains fully functional.”


  “Okay,” Cole said, nodding. “So, what are we doing here?”


  Lin glanced down at the orange cube in her hands, then up at Forester. “Salvaging what I can of my father’s memory.”


  Rig grunted. “You plan on pullin’ some Frankenstein shit in this lab of yours?”


  Lin’s look of revulsion spoke volumes.


  Not an altogether unfair question, Cole thought, forcing away his grin. Resurrection’s a bit difficult with the body still aboard the ship. He too wondered just what miracle Lin was hiding in the secret nature center basement lab. He followed her into the lift, eager to visit her father’s former playground.


  Below the surface of Mars was a pristine, sterile environment. Seemingly untouched by human hands, the laboratory was the complete antithesis of the forgotten dustball above. It was by no means impressive in size—claustrophobic, even—though there was a certain sense of intrigue revolving around the only noticeable piece of equipment which inhabited the space. Cole had not the slightest idea upon what he was gazing.


  “This is the Colossus Collider my father was working on before he was wrongly accused...” She swallowed, seeming to reconsider her choice of words. “Before he was taken into custody.”


  “You mean like a particle smasher?” Cole asked, admiring the cylindrical object.


  Lin met his gaze. “More of a particle creator.” She approached the collider, laying her slender hand across its nondescript metal surface. “He and I were—at least I thought we were—attempting to create a specific energy mass in order to open a gateway into the multiverse. I salvaged the collider and brought it here before it could be confiscated as evidence.”


  Cole’s eyes widened. “That’s...that’s...” He scratched his head. “Is that even possible?”


  She breathed a soft, sad laugh. “In this case, I suppose not.” She regarded the cube in her hand for what seemed like the hundredth time. “But I’ll be damned if I’m going to let his genius go to waste.” The flat of her hand slapped against the wall of the cylinder. She wiped tears from her eyes. “I thought I knew what this was; I’m going to discover its true properties and convert it into what we originally set out to create.”


  Rig opened his mouth to speak, but Cole silently shushed him. Forester, however, approached with no intention of being quieted. “I understand your need to grieve, but this mission is yet unfinished. Regardless of the outcome, my superiors are expecting us to acquire for them the Singularity.” He glanced down at her hand—the one holding the cube. “In any capacity.”


  Lin clutched the cube to her chest. “The transfer failed. He died well before the process could establish proper neural contact.” She exhaled a deep, miserable sigh.


  Forested offered a stiff nod. “Yes, of course.”


  “I’m sure your ‘superiors’,” Cole held up air quotes with his fingers, “will have to understand, Arthur.” He crossed his arms. “And since this farce of a mission is finished, perhaps you can explain how we should proceed from here. I can’t imagine any one of us—him especially—” he pointed at a confused Rig, “can return to work as though nothing happened.”


  The director straightened his immaculate suit. “There is no ‘we,’ Captain. My tenure with SolEx was instituted by the grace of my employer. My name will be cleared one way or another.” He lifted his chin. “I cannot say the same for you.”


  “I’m pretty sure we already discussed the topic of leverage,” Cole said. “And I don’t know who it is you work for, but we’re all tied to this mass murder.” He made a circular gesture with his hand to indicate everyone in the lab. “Now, we’re all aware that Lin’s father is to blame, but pinning it on him’s going to be a tough sell.” His gaze alternated between Lin and Forester. “For the two of you, that is.”


  “I’m feeling kinda left out here,” Rig said.


  “Trust me,” Cole said, to the mechanic, “you’re a big part of this equation.” He pointed to his own eyes as a reminder. “Once Terracom gets wind one of their debtors is off gallivanting with terrorists, they’re going to follow your nice eyeball crumb trail to this park.”


  Rig smiled and nodded, approving of his inclusion. “Glad to help.”


  “I’m unclear as to your involvement,” Forester said to Rig. “You managed to escape with your life by meddling in our affairs. That is understandable—commendable, even.” He dusted his sleeve with the back of his hand. “What I cannot understand is your continued involvement.”


  “Unless you people can fix my eyes like you did for you-know-who back on the boat,” he thumbed back toward the lift, “it don’t matter where I go.” He smiled and rubbed his nose. “Might as well see how things turn out with you good folks before I make my mad dash to freedom.”


  Forester’s expression hardened. “Your need to satisfy your curiosity will jeopardize this mission, and that is unacceptable.”


  Rig laid a beefy hand on the director’s shoulder. “Hey, c’mon, Forest—”


  The mechanic was not a tall man, though his husky frame made up for what he lacked in height. Years of maintaining machinery of all sorts had hardened both his body and resolve. Cole had learned firsthand just how strong Rig was through a crushing handshake. Yet it was the seemingly frail Forester who demonstrated the true meaning of strength. With the speed of an eagle ripping its prey from a river, the director snatched Rig’s unwelcome hand off his shoulder, twisted his wrist, and yanked the mechanic’s arm behind his back, dropping him to his knees as though he were little more than a pesky child.


  Holy....


  Rig gasped, slapping his strained shoulder. He could not stand, nor gain any advantage. The more he struggled, the worse his situation became. Forester was in complete control, all the leverage in his favor. His face was calm despite the obvious effort being applied to subdue his opponent.


  “I suggest you reconsider your current stance,” Forester said to Rig, his voice calm. His grip tightened even more, and the mechanic screamed. “I promise it would be your benefit.”


  “Let him go.” The demand had come from Lin, her tone quiet, yet cold. “Our engagement will conclude long before anyone learns of his disappearance from the colony.”


  It seemed as though Forester would do the exact opposite of what Lin had asked of him, but he eventually relented, allowing Rig to collapse to the floor to coddle his injured shoulder. The director straightened and shot her a look of caution.


  The engineer ignored him and pressed her hand upon a panel on the collider. A section of the cylinder raised up, and she set the cube inside a small alcove before closing the panel. “We should return upstairs and discuss our options there.” She wouldn’t meet anyone’s gaze.


  Cole’s gloved hands made their familiar creaking sound. “You heard the boss,” he said to Forester, before kneeling down to check on Rig. He stopped short when the mechanic groaned and rolled onto his back, a pained smile distorting his bearded face. Is he laughing?


  “That little pecker’s got a hell of a bite.” Rig sat up with Cole’s aid. “Director of what?” he asked, rotating his arm and shoulder to make sure it still worked. “Kung Fu?”


  Cole was wondering the very same thing. Just who was this employer who could implant an individual inside a mega corporation like SolEx, have him rise through the ranks, only to have commit espionage and participate in an act of terrorism? Regardless of her current emotional status, he vowed to finally confront Lin and collect his answers.


  The quiet stillness of the nature center above the lab threatened to lull Cole into a sense of safety. Were it not for their unconscious prisoner bound to a nearby couch, the stolen multi-billion unicred prototype cargo vessel shining like a beacon outdoors, and the corporate entity fueling terrorism looming over everyone’s head, he might be able to appreciate the view of Olympus Mons through the expansive bay window at the back of the building.


  “None of us can ever return to SolEx,” Lin said shortly after Cole and Rig exited the lift. “Not after our encounter with the Kobold-2s outside the Terraport.” She said this, her attention solely upon her Rook.


  “What happened to you placing all the blame on her?” Cole gestured toward Emmerich. “Did something change after...” His words trailed when he saw Forester nodding his head in agreement. Then he remembered what the director had done prior to his emergency dock with the ICV-71. “The remaining Kobold-2. The pilot of that ship will relay word of our—your—collusion.” He sighed. “SolEx and Terracom will never believe a single radical inspector had forced all our hands to detonate a terraformer and sack one of their ships.” Cole had to sit down.


  “The Terraport came back online far faster than I could have ever anticipated,” Lin explained. “The probability of such an anomaly—”


  “I don’t want to hear it.” Cole said, his hand making a slicing motion for her to stop.


  Rig chuckled. “Heh. What did you people think was gonna happen when you took on the devil? I’m amazed you made it as far as you did.”


  “All we did was free a dead man who lied to and murdered an entire colony of his trusted zealots,” Cole argued. He made sure to look both Lin and Forester in the eyes. “None of this would have happened if I’d called your bluff.”


  Forester seemed amused by Cole’s comment. “Bluff? What makes you think for a moment Inspector Emmerich wouldn’t have blasted a hole in your head when she first boarded the ship? Have you forgotten her initial plan to destroy the Terraport?”


  “I’m not talking about Commander Crackpot, Arthur!” Cole shouted. “I don’t think there is or ever was manufactured video evidence to incriminate me.”


  Lin looked away, and Forester’s lack of a response was all the proof Cole needed. He nodded, oddly calm despite the bombshell revelation. “I suppose the same goes for Emmerich.” He walked over to a desk and slid out the chair and sat on it, stirring a small cloud of dust. He stared off at nothing for a moment before adding, “What was so special about your father? I need to know to what I gave away my freedom.”


  Lin looked up, tears in her eyes. However, it was Forester who answered in her stead. “What does it matter? He’s dead.” His tone was harsh, dangerous. “All of this was for nothing.”


  Cole did not have a moment to allow Forester’s words to sink in before watching the director turn on his heel and head for the center exit. Is he leaving? “Is there someplace you need to be?”


  “I suggest you concern yourself with clearing your name, Musgrave,” Forester said with his back to Cole. “My path is clear.”


  Cole waved goodbye to him. “It was great working with you today, Art. Enjoy your long walk back to civilization. Sure is a great night to break in those nice loafers. Oh, and make sure you look up tonight and see if you can spot Earth. That blue dot is always easier to see out in the countryside.” The door slammed closed as he finished talking.


  The ensuing silence was deafening.


  Cole clapped his hands together, startling the others. “Arthur T. Forester. Such a team player. SolEx sure knows how to pick ‘em.”


  “Who was that guy?” Rig asked, Cole’s sarcasm lost on him.


  “That’s an excellent question, Mr. Solomon,” Cole said, looking to Lin for the answer.


  The engineer looked on the verge of hysterics, though she managed to keep calm and offer Cole a nod. “Come with me.”
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  RESEARCH


  Olympus Mons was a monumental freak of nature. The solar system’s largest known volcano engulfed the horizon, blotting out much of the martian sky. Its sheer cliffs vaulted upward for miles, terminating at the equally colossal shield which covered the entire range. Standing in the shadow of its familiar magnificence, Lin could almost forget her father’s passing and the terrible legacy he had left behind. Unfortunately, the whole of the park was a reminder of what had once been, and that only drove the dagger deeper.


  “Do you think Rig will be alright by himself inside the nature center?” Cole asked her.


  Lin couldn’t care less what became of the criminal stowaway. To her, he was nothing more than a cracked spoke in her shattered wheel. “He’s an adult, is he not?”


  “That he is.” He tucked his hands into his jacket pockets. “Still, aren’t you worried he might touch something expensive in there?”


  Lin stepped onto the trail leading to the foot of the volcano. “Anything of significance is in the lab below, none of which would be of interest to him.”


  Cole nodded and kicked a stone off the overgrown path. Is he brooding? Normally he speaks his mind. I can only imagine what he thinks of me. “I owe you some answers.”


  Cole glanced first at the Rook—as he always did—as everyone always did when speaking with her. He shrugged. “Doesn’t really matter anymore, I guess. But if it makes you feel better...” He withdrew his hand from his pocket and gestured toward her to speak freely.


  How many times did he relate to me his need for me to divulge answers? Lin thought, befuddled by his unexpected change of attitude. Just who was Cole Musgrave? She probably knew more about his past than most from studying his SolEx personnel file, but the human being walking beside her was quite the enigma. Sure, he exuded bravado and pretended to wear his emotions on his sleeves, but she could sense gentleness and fragility lurking just below the surface. He was exceptionally intelligent, clever, and aware of his surroundings. He displayed a strong sense of duty toward his current company, inexplicably willing to further her fruitless cause despite the obvious predicament into which he had been placed.


  I owe him so much more than hollow words, but they will have to do for now. “Arthur Forester’s position as Director of Operations was legitimate—if not heavily manufactured, though as you may have ascertained, he is more than he appears. His allegiance is with the United System, though my knowledge of him ends there.”


  “A government spook?” Cole asked, seemingly amused. “Since when does UniSys sneak around in the shadows looking to free known criminals? Couldn’t they have just knocked on Terracom’s door and....”


  Lin shook her head, but she could tell Cole was already figuring things out on his own. She liked how quick he was on his mental feet. “You said it yourself when Inspector Emmerich first boarded the ICV-71: The same organization that influences all five levels of government....”


  He brought his hand to his chin and stroked his thin stubble. Lin wondered when—if ever—he would take these gloves off. “Yeah, I see your point. So this is being done in secret...and on a small scale.” He pointed at her. “I’m afraid to ask from which of the Five you sought assistance.”


  “One of the sectors of AMBER that voted in favor of defunding the national parks,” she answered with more than a little disdain. “Research.” His surprise was expected and understandable considering their ties with NASA and education. “The Research sector has long opposed Terracom’s influence over the whole of the United System, as well as their correctional division monopoly. My father was targeted and wrongfully imprisoned by Terracom as a means of ceasing his groundbreaking work. Work which promised to transform the terraforming field.” Or maybe they knew something about him I didn’t, she considered, recalling his comment regarding the Cosmic Particle project. Apparently he had never actually worked on it despite her deep involvement. What exactly was he researching, if not a passage into the multiverse?


  “Seeing as a public display of their involvement would cause a massive scandal and spur an investigation, I assume someone in the Research sector sought you out in private,” Cole said, filling in the blanks. He shook his head. “I can only imagine what their pitch for such an insane idea was like.”


  Lin’s ears heated. She was not about to tell him that in her then-fragile-state, the overly complex plan presented to her seemed both reasonable and justifiable. “I only knew that I had to free my father at any cost.”


  “What was the cost?” came the inevitable question.


  “That the Dartmouth family work in secret for the Research sector indefinitely.” Saying the words aloud obviated the ulterior intentions of her so-called benefactors. “They had hoped to gain my father’s secrets and strike down the Terracom monster with the Singularity’s sword of ingenuity.”


  “You don’t think he was under Research’s thumb all along, do you?”


  “No. Up until his abduction, he had been working outside the government’s reach. Only his followers were in direct contact with him.” The answers came easy enough, but Lin could not back up her words—not after what she witnessed inside the DC-Alpha-6. She decided to push past this part of the discussion lest it bring her back to tears.


  “The plan to free my father was highly convoluted and designed to unfold over the course of several years to avoid any unwanted attention. Because of my revered family name and Research’s close relationship with the Business sector, I was given an engineering position at SolEx. Initially, the work I did for the company was legitimate; I had to prove my worth like everyone else. Of course, promotions seemed to seek me out, and I eventually graduated to Senior Engineer.”


  Lin took a breath and forced herself to slow down. She had never revealed the plans of the rescue to anyone before, and she found the process to be quite cathartic.


  “When I first met Arthur Forester, I was under the impression he was a legitimate Director of Operations, so controlled and secretive was Research’s involvement. Other than a single contact—whom I’ve never met other than through Ocunet—I had been acting out my role solo and with minimal updates. There were long stretches where I unaware if the mission was ever truly happening, and I had wondered whether I had been played for the fool.”


  She stole a quick glance at Cole and found his expression calm and unreadable. She turned away and continued when his hazel eyes met hers. “Fortunately, Director Forester....”


  “You know, you don’t have to refer to him as ‘director’,” Cole said, interrupting her. “He’s not your superior.” He chuckled. “He’s probably a government spy—more likely a mercenary—and I highly doubt his name really is Arthur T. Forester.”


  A spy? Lin thought, unnerved. I never even considered the possibility Director Forester might not be who he says he is. Research had sent him as their “middle-man” to keep things quiet and their name clean of any involvement if he were to fail. Regardless, she knew Cole was right. Forester—or whoever he was—had abandoned the cause, and she needed to move past Research’s meddling in her life. If that was even possible.


  “Look, Doc,” Cole began, “you really don’t need to explain the logistics behind your little caper.” His gaze settled on the volcano, and he seemed to be searching it for his next words. A boyish grin spread across his face. “It doesn’t matter to me why you didn’t attach the capacitor to the generator prior to the mission’s outset, or how you even acquired such a tool to elicit an EMP deflection from it in the first place. It also doesn’t matter to me why you would trust someone like Emmerich to assist you when it’s clear she’s a psycho.” His smile vanished. “It also doesn’t matter to me why someone as bright as you would carelessly throw caution to the wind for someone about whom you knew very little and was known as the Singularity.”


  I suppose I deserve that last comment. Still, Lin felt the need to defend herself. “Without Inspector Emmerich, there would be no capacitor. Despite her radical views toward Terracom, her involvement was critical. Her inside connection with the Military runs deep, and she commands deep respect with that sector. As a result, she managed to procure the highly dangerous and illegal capacitor. We were quite fortunate to recruit her.


  “As for the generator, I had unprecedented access to the cargo hold as I concluded my work on CAIN inside the ICV-71. It had been delivered earlier and pre-inspected inside the SolEx Space Station before being loaded. Because of my high level clearance, I drew no suspicion during my time aboard the ship. I was able to make simple modifications without recourse.” She approved of his confusion. “Yes, the generator was very much a functioning product manufactured by Terracom. SolEx had only recently convinced Terracom to be their personal logistics provider in order to warehouse and ship future technical commodities such as generators.”


  “Consignment, you mean?”


  “Correct.” Again with his display of knowledge. “We had carefully plotted every last detail, though obviously, that’s a lie. There were, of course, the variables, as you indicated.” She sighed and came to a halt, emotion overwhelming her. “As for my father, I...I have no explanation for him or my lack of awareness regarding his...actions.”


  They continued down the path and came upon a bench with a worn plaque affixed to its back. Cole approached the bench and wiped off the debris. He presented it to her, and she gladly accepted, the weight of her situation suddenly crushing her shoulders. When he sat beside her, she noticed that he kept a proper distance.


  Chivalrous despite my having sentenced him to a life of servitude. She admired his profile, keeping her head tilted downward to conceal her discerning eyes. He wasn’t young—a bit older than her, though most certainly not old. Not quite forty, perhaps, though he had the lean, athletic build of someone in their twenties. His company-emblazoned flight apparel did its best to hide his physique. The faint imprint of crow’s feet perched near his eyes, though they were barely noticeable on his dark skin. The sprinkle of salt upon his temples in his otherwise short, jet hair was another indication of his creeping maturity. She wondered what story he hid behind his intense, hazel eyes.


  “What do you think Research wanted with your father?’ Cole asked, snapping Lin from her daze. “It sure seemed as though he knew of their involvement in freeing him.”


  Lin looked down at the Rook in her lap, embarrassed. She traced a finger across the smooth surface. “He initiated the entire coup from inside the debt colony. Despite being incarcerated, my father managed to build a strong rapport with the people there. In doing so, he earned certain liberties—limited access to communication being one of them.”


  “Ocunet?”


  Lin nodded. “I was always aware of his alter ego, though I assumed it was an appellation given to him by his peers who respected his unparalleled research. In actuality, they were little more than zealots brainwashed by him. I ignored all the warning signs; he embraced the title as an actual position.” She looked away, hooking a stray lock behind her ear. “I was completely blind—ignorant, really—to his hidden life as a cult leader.”


  “You know,” Cole said, after a moment of silence, “I like this version of you; much more than the robotic science professor persona you initially wielded. Makes me hate you less.”


  She turned to him, eyes bulging. When she caught the hint of a smirk creeping into the corner of his mouth, she breathed a bit easier. Then a thought occurred to her. “Why is it you aren’t angrier with me?”


  Cole stared at his glove as he squeezed it into a fist, producing that tell-tale sound that was his signature. “Honestly, I have no idea. I should be livid.” He met her gaze, and Lin swallowed. “But I’m not.” He frowned, and she could see for the first time the fear and confusion behind his confident exterior.


  “This whole experience rescuing your father has paved a direct path to my doom,” he said. “And I could have—should have—made a greater effort to put an end to it before it got out of hand. But I didn’t.” He relaxed his hand and eased back against the bench, looking off into the distance. “That’s what’s troubling me the most.”


  Lin read between the lines. “You’re saying you allowed this mission to happen.”


  Cole shrugged. “Maybe. Deep down I knew you had no definitive evidence to place all the blame on me, but I chose to ignore it. Too many signs pointed to that obvious conclusion. No amount of investigating would be able to unearth direct evidence of my involvement. My time with SolEx has been spent with endless overtime, under constant supervision. My clearance throughout the company was barely above a loader’s. Until today, that is. Hell, even my private life is under constant supervision from authorities! I couldn’t break wind in public without someone noticing it was me.” He sat forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “But after thirteen years of attempting to erase my past mistakes, I finally got the chance to permanently seal my closet full of skeletons.”


  And I dragged them out for the whole of the System to see. Lin felt horrible.


  Cole shook his head, seeing her expression. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”


  “What? How can you say that? Of course it’s my fault.”


  “That you wanted to save your father?” He laughed an empty laugh. “At least you didn’t murder him. My mother... I have to live with that guilt.” He took a breath and sat up straight. “I guess what I’m trying to say is that I think I wanted—”


  The ground trembled with the sound of a distant eruption. Lin shared his visible concern. I know that noise, she thought, her stomach twisting in knots. CAIN. Report to me the cause of the disturbance.


  The AI gave no reply.


  Cole was already on his feet, focused on the nature center. “We should probably get back and check on things. I think we might be in trouble.”


  “How do you know?” she asked, unnerved by his tone.


  “I’ve lost contact with Cain.”
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  OFFLINE


  The quickest path to the ICV-71 was directly through the nature center. Cole patted his sidearm as he entered the building, though he was not entirely sure why. He had no reason to fear being attacked, and if he and the others had been tracked by Terracom, shouldn’t he be relieved to finally be rid of his captors? CAIN would provide all the evidence needed to clear his name. Well, that was his hope, anyway. And yet, here he was protecting the brains of the very operation from which he was hoping to escape.


  I really need to have my head examined.


  Scanning the quiet center was an easy task being that it was all open space, made to feel like you were outdoors. His eyes fell upon the couch to which Inspector Emmerich had been tied. All that remained were her bindings. Her caregiver was also missing. A million thoughts raced through Cole’s mind as he considered the mechanic’s fate. None of them were good.


  “The lift to the lab was down when we left,” Lin said to him from behind. “Someone’s been down there.”


  “And was in a big hurry to leave,” Cole added. He glanced back to see her approaching the lift with dread on her face. He knew why. Her father’s Rook. “I’ll check the ship,” he told her, though she seemed not to hear him.


  “Rig?” Cole called, knowing he wouldn’t receive a reply. There was another deep rumble, followed by the wail of powerful thrusters coming to life. He paused by the front entrance, seeing beyond to the heavy clouds of dust swirling. He did not wait to find out if it was indeed the ICV-71. He covered his face with his forearms and crashed through the door, losing his footing from the force of the gales. He tumble back inside the center and crawled to the side, out of harm’s way. Brilliant idea, idiot.


  With his back to the wall and palms pressed against his ears, he watched martian soil blow through the open door, disturbing the once peaceful nature center. He saw the lift had lowered with Lin inside. He could only imagine what she was thinking as her family’s inheritance was slowly buried. Fortunately the main doors closed, muting the roaring engines. The dust cloud inside, however, would not settle for a long while.


  Then it was suddenly quiet.


  Landing or liftoff? Cole wondered, too distracted to have examined the audible clues. He coughed and stood, careful to hide himself behind the door leading out. He risked a quick glance through the glass panel to see outside. The wind was carrying away the remaining dust, and he could that the ICV-71 was still where he had landed it. There was no sign of any other vessel in the immediate vicinity. I’m not imagining my ears ringing.


  He pulled his sidearm from the holster and slowly pushed open the door. It was not until he descended the steps of the porch that he noticed something peculiar about the ship. The landing gear legs were extended to allow clearance for larger cargo. Even from his vantage, he could see the payload bay door was still open, the lift arm still extended and without the attached scout ship. Liftoff, he confirmed.


  Looks like Emmerich went for a joyride. Guess Forester wasn’t the only one to neglect mentioning his pilot capabilities. He slid his sidearm back into the holster and approached the ICV-71. A part of him wondered if she had been the one responsible for taking CAIN offline in order to access the scout ship manually.


  He glanced into the ship’s underbelly to verify his hypothesis before realizing his dilemma: how was he supposed to enter the ship now that it was raised up and offline? He would have to figure out how to do a manual override from one of the three landing legs. I shouldn’t have glossed over that section of the briefing tutorial.


  “This is how I prefer to view you, Musgrave.”


  Cole pulled a neck muscle, so fast did he flick back his head. The inspector was gazing down at him, crouched down at the edge of the payload bay door. She wore a dangerous smile. “What are you, a distant relative of Houdini?”


  “I’m a resourceful soldier who’s not so easily deterred.”


  “That you are, Inspector,” Cole said, glad to keep dialog flowing while he put together the pieces of this complex puzzle. He was not too worried about her reaching him, as the distance from payload bay door to ground was a good fifteen feet or so. The jump would further damage her ankle. He leaned against one of the landing gear legs. “So, what are you doing up there?”


  Cole had to sidestep a mouthful of saliva and phlegm as a response. “You’re not still pissed at me, are you? I seem to recall that you were the one making a case for emptying out my skull despite me trying to talk sense into you.” He pointed at her face where Rig had left his mark. “Remember, it wasn’t me who gave you that shiner.”


  Emmerich stood and glowered at Cole. “Such a hero. I wouldn’t be in this predicament if it weren’t for you.”


  Cole laughed. “Rig hit you harder than I thought. We were both used, remember? I wanted to enjoy my promotion while you plotted genocide. For better or worse, we both lost. We can thank Research for that.”


  Emmerich’s brow furrowed, the dark stain that was her bruise contorting on her face. “Research. What does the government have to do with anything?”


  “Arthur and Lin are both working for them.” He pointed up at the empty bay. “I’m guessing the missing scout ship has something to do with the rescue mission.”


  The inspector seemed to hear Cole’s words, though her scowl remained. “I followed that slippery bastard onto this ship looking for some answers. I thought he was going up to the bridge, which was where I thought you and the others were....”


  “Wait!” Cole said, holding up his hand. “You saw Forester board this ship?”


  She gave a curt nod. “I was in the midst of freeing myself from that godforsaken couch when he came slithering back into the building. I pretended to be unconscious while he searched around.”


  Cole felt a tingle up his spine. He came back while Lin and I were out walking. “Searching for what?”


  “I’ve no idea, and I don’t care.” She spat before composing herself. “Whatever it was he was seeking, he must have found in that hidden lift.


  The cube! Lin must’ve been lying about the contents transfer, and Forester saw through her lie. “So you followed him back here, and...?”


  “Obviously his goal was to commandeer the scout ship,” she said, indicating the empty bay. “I must have walked right past him as he was preparing to disembark. I only realized his game after I set foot on the empty bridge.”


  “Shit!” Cole pounded the butt of his first into the steel leg. “I need you to lower the ship so I can board. I have to check the bridge.”


  Emmerich knelt back down, a wicked grin on her face. “Why?”


  Wow, she must really hate me, even after this revelation. “Look, we’re in the same boat despite our differences. We don’t like each other, and that’s fine. But I’ve lost contact with Cain, and I need to see why. If he’s completely offline, anyone will be able to trace our signal unhindered.”


  “Isn’t that exactly what you want?” She crossed her arms. “To lead the authorities directly here so you can be rid of us—”


  Cole drew his sidearm and fired without warning. The blast grazed the side of Emmerich’s temple, singeing her short hair. Her eyes widened in shock, her hand subconsciously checking for injury. Her mouth opened, but it was Cole who spoke first. “I absolutely missed on purpose.” He kept the weapon trained on her, though it was lowered toward her chest. “I won’t with my second shot, so don’t even think about running. Lower. The. Ship.”


  Emmerich blinked, her shock giving way to anger. “When I step away to manually retract the landing gear, I’ll be out of range of my weapon.” She stood. “Why should I obey you?”


  “Because you have no reason not to!” His patience had reached its end. “If I wanted you dead, I’d have jettisoned your corpse into deep space a long time ago. But my dumb-ass felt sorry for not including you on the decision-making.” His glove creaked as he tightened his grip. “Besides, how do you propose you’ll get down from up there? That’s a long jump, and I’ll be waiting for you when you do.” He paused, considering another possibility. “Or are you planning on flying this ship to safety all by your lonesome?”


  The inspector sighed and shook her head. “You really are one obnoxious bastard.” She casually stepped away from the edge of the payload bay door.


  Cole suddenly wished his aim had been off and accidentally taken her in the eye. He would have gladly risked the climb up the ship’s leg. I’d regret shooting her later, but the instant satisfaction would well be worth it.


  “I suggest you stand clear, Musgrave.” Emmerich’s voice echoed from inside the ship. “Unless, of course, you want me to crush you.”


  Huh. She’s really gonna do it. Cole did as asked. Watching the loading arm slowly retract, the bay door slide closed before the entirety of the ICV-71 eased back to the ground for proper access.


  The ship had barely touched down when he made a mad dash for the bridge. He promised himself to mow Emmerich down if she made any attempt to bar his passage. Fortunately, she was elsewhere in the ship. She can stay there for all I care.


  “Cain?” Cole shouted as he bypassed the lift for the steps. “Can you hear me? Are you still online?” He listened for a response, but none came. What did you do, Arthur?


  Cole stumbled onto the bridge, and plopped himself onto the pilot’s chair. He gave the room and the console a quick inspection but could not find any superficial signs of sabotage. The viewport screen was still fully functional, and all the ship’s vitals appeared intact. It’ll be internal, he thought, taking his chair and attempting to connect with CAIN. That was when he noticed the missing green glow of the AI’s heartbeat.


  “Not good.”


  “No,” came Emmerich’s snide remark. She sat in the chair adjacent to him. “Having you in charge was never a good idea.”


  Cole stared at the inspector, frozen in mid-action. This was the closest he’d been to her without some sort of restraint keeping her from killing him. “You going to be nice?”


  “Depends on what you’re trying to accomplish.” She acknowledged the console. “What exactly are you doing?”


  “Trying to figure out what your boyfriend did to Cain prior to him leaving on the scout ship,” he replied. His brow furrowed, and he added in a murmur, “Why not take the ICV-71?”


  “What makes you think Forester had anything to do with this ship’s AI going down? I never saw him enter the bridge.” Emmerich leaned closer to the console. “Besides, I doubt he could fly this thing, even if he wanted to. Those scout ships practically fly themselves.”


  Cole cast her a thoughtful glance. Hm. She has a point. “Perhaps, but he had plenty of time to sabotage the system before you came to.”


  “What are you saying?”


  Cole enacted a local perimeter detection for a fifty mile radius. “I’m saying he abandoned the cause before Lin and I went outside to discuss the state of the mission.”


  “You idiot.” Emmerich said in her best scathing tone. “What did you think he was going to do? Just walk away empty-handed?”


  She certainly has a way of making me feel like a drooling imbecile. “We had no reason to think otherwise at the time. The mission was a failure.”


  “Apparently not,” she insisted. “Where did that lift lead to? And what was down there?”


  Cole’s breath caught when the perimeter detector picked up several blips closing in fast on their destination. There was no time to escape. He turned to Emmerich, only able to offer her a one-word answer. “Trouble.”


  ~


  Lin lifted the collar of her shirt to cover her mouth and nose as she walked through the dust cloud. Her eyes were slits, and she was barely able to see through the haze to the doors leading outside. Cole would still be investigating the source of the disturbance. At least she hoped that was the case. The thought of him having boarded the ICV-71 and departing without her was a very real possibility. He had no reason to continue assisting her.


  She was able to take a full breath outdoors, though she couldn’t help but be relieved to see the ship still resting where Cole had landed it. She was not nearly as comforted by the sight of Inspector Emmerich walking beside him, unbound.


  “Any sign of Rig?” he asked her, his voice tense.


  Obviously some sort of understanding had been reached between the two, for neither seemed to want to engage in any sort of fisticuffs. As for his question, how was she supposed to respond? What had occurred in the laboratory needed to be kept secret. She trusted Cole, but with the mission’s end in sight, the information she discovered needed to remain secret. She shook her head, meeting Emmerich’s cold regard for less than a second.


  Cole swore. “Guess he hitched a ride with Arthur. Can’t say I blame him.”


  “Why do you say that?” She had a feeling the answer would be wholly unsettling.


  “We’ve been located,” Emmerich answered. “Looks like you’ll finally have the opportunity to pin this coup solely on me. Isn’t that right, Dr. Dartmouth?”


  What was I thinking, agreeing to include her? Lin thought, shying away from the inspector. “How much time do we have?”


  Cole looked up at the approaching roar of multiple engines. She watched his shoulders sag and heard a sigh. “Not much.”


  “Your AI monster seems to have been sabotaged,” Emmerich added, though Cole hushed her.


  “Forester must’ve boarded the ship shortly after leaving the nature center,” Cole said, facing her once more. His face was tired now, the weight of the day’s events suddenly pulling him down. “I don’t know what he did, but Cain’s offline.”


  So this is how it ends: in complete failure. Lin thought back to the hidden laboratory and wondered if she had done enough to bury her secret. Her father’s legacy depended on her. “Is it Terracom?”


  Three ships flying in triangular formation screamed across the sky in response. Lin thought she glimpsed a familiar logo on their hulls. “SolEx?” She watched them circle back around.


  “How could they have possibly located us so quickly?” Emmerich demanded. She looked as though she wanted to run for the hills.


  “Forester,” Cole supplied. “It had to be him. He had complete access to the ship. He must’ve sent a distress call to the S3—”


  “No,” Lin interrupted. “It’s not possible they could have received a transmission and intercepted us in so short a time. I believe it was the company entry codes we employed upon entering Mars’s atmosphere. The status of the ICV-71 must have been updated to stolen once the truth of the mission was exposed. SolEx would have immediately changed all passcodes per their safeguard protocol.”


  “Making locating us a cinch,” Cole added. “We just rang the dinner bell.”


  Lin nodded. “We never should have used those codes.” She pressed her eyes closed. “It was just another overlooked variable.”


  “We had to land somewhere,” Cole reasoned. “It would have happened sooner or later.”


  Emmerich shook her head. “No. None of this would have happened had we not strayed from our original course.” Lin stepped back when the inspector moved uncomfortably close to her and Cole. “The two of you might consider me a genocidal maniac, but it wasn’t me who freed the one responsible for the slaughter all those debtors on Terracom 3.”


  Lin’s knees trembled, and she felt lightheaded at the thought of her father. A torrent of emotional guilt slammed into her like a meteor, and she was quickly sinking into the crater of despair. All the stories and rumors about my father... His cult leader alter ego... The signs were always there, and I chose to ignore them. The deaths of those people are on my head.


  She felt a strong hand catch under her arm to keep her from collapsing. The world around her was closing in growing dark. Her limbs went numb. She suspected she was being carried. Her surroundings changed in a blur, and she was vaguely aware of entering the nature center. She may as well have been floating, as her consciousness slipped away.


  “...are coming, Doc...” the voice spoke. “...no point in running...” It could have been Cole. “Cain has shutdown...” Or was it her brother?


  “Who...?” The question came out of her mouth, though it felt as though someone else had asked it. She tried with all her remaining might to focus on his voice.


  “SolEx.” His form had dissolved. “It’s over. They’ve come to apprehend us and bring us back to the S3. It’s probably for the best.”


  None of it made much sense.


  “I’m sorry, Lin.”
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  REBIRTH


  The journey back to the SolEx Space Station was peaceful. Accommodations aboard the company transports were more than, well...accommodating. SolEx was the premier logistics company with an exorbitant amount of funds at their disposal. So much so that they operated their own security force, eclipsed only by Military, which was under Terracom’s godlike thumb. As a result, SolEx spared no expense when it came to all areas of their business. Even incarceration carried a flair of posh.


  Cole strolled about his “cell,” enjoying space through his personal viewport. He had been thinking while in the sanctity of his quiet solitude—walked himself through the entirety of the coup—and felt somewhat confident he would be able to clear his name. Whether or not he would retain his job was an entirely different matter. Unemployment would be nearly as devastating a blow as a permanent sentence to the debt colony. He dreaded the thought of approaching his brother, tail tucked between his legs. His outlook was grim.


  The only certainty was the conclusion to Lin’s coup. Both she and Emmerich would be heavily interrogated, and a full-scale investigation would be conducted to discover how deep the roots of their treachery ran. Terracom would launch its own investigation as well, demanding astronomical reparations. A legal nightmare the likes the System had probably never seen was about to commence. Regardless of the outcome, the Musgrave name would again rise in infamy.


  Not bad for my first day as captain, Cole thought. That video log better not have vanished along with Cain. It’s my only hope at dodging corporate slavery.


  He tapped the triple-paned viewport glass, pondering the whereabouts of both Rig and Forester. The mechanic’s disappearance was a complete mystery. He might have hitched a ride with Forester, but Emmerich never mentioned seeing him. If Rig had gone a different direction, then how did he vanish without a trace? The director-revealed-government-spy had proven to be a crafty foe with layers of secrets. He was easily the most dangerous—not to mention clever—member of the coup. He had played both Lin and Cole for fools, and he had successfully completed his mission, crawling back to the dark recesses of the Research sector. Cole would never see the man again.


  The S3 rose small in the viewport, raising Cole’s blood pressure. Freighters, each the size of a small city, were clustered around the station, carrying most of the System’s precious cargo. All of it would be sorted, loaded, and distributed throughout the Milky Way. The practical side of him envied the unsuspecting pilots, longed for their predictable lives and structured routes. He had fought long and hard to secure such a coveted position in the Business sector. SolEx had helped to patch up his soiled past.


  But something had reawakened inside Cole during his time with the “radicals”—a dangerous family quality he had thought to have successfully buried: rebelliousness. His mother was a rebel, his brother most certainly was still, and his father had been murdered as a result of his rebellious nature. Military’s Starforce nurtured this family trait and shaped him into an intelligent weapon, only to inadvertently wield him to their detriment.


  I was cleared of wrongdoing, Cole reminded himself, though he knew his tumultuous past would hurt his chances at playing the innocent card. Cleared though he had been, the court of public opinion had sentenced him to a life of eternal scrutiny. The opinions of billions of people would matter little to him were he to retain his title as captain.


  Is that really what I want?


  A familiar twinge in his stomach rekindled an anxiety that could only be quelled by playing with fire—a fire his time on the ICV-71 had ignited inside him. Despite his attempts to foil the coup, he had to admit it had been exciting opposing Terracom. To continue down such a path would lead him too close to the flame. An all-too-familiar scenario. There was only one practical decision to be made, but how could he ever strike the necessary match if he was trapped in the vacuum that was SolEx?


  He pushed such nonsensical thoughts aside, and prepared himself for the interrogation to come. The ICV-71 was out of commission, Lin and Emmerich were facing an eternity of misery, and AMBER was an indestructible entity. All he had was the hope of maintaining a life as a blue collar nobody. However, to retain his position was to assume that SolEx had not yet completely sold out to Terracom. If their business venture was anything beyond a simple contract, then he was on a fast track to rebuilding the DC-Alpha-6 terraformer all by himself.


  ~


  “We managed to recover the system monitoring backlog from the ICV-71, as per your recommendation, Mr. Musgrave.”


  Cole hated that particular title, but hated his interrogator even more. Partially because of her black hole of a personality but mostly because the woman had not the courtesy to even be in the room with him during the investigation. Her lifelike hologram was projected across the table from him, but she was elsewhere. Detective Jen Takara, was it? She’s probably sitting on a beach, listening to the waves and drinking a mimosa.


  Cole adjusted the elastic wrists of the latex polygraph gloves that were two sizes too small for his hands. “That’s good to hear. Did you get to watch all the parts where I was assaulted and blackmailed into assisting the crew?”


  “We are still in the process of interpreting all avenues of the supplied footage. A definitive decision regarding your involvement is still pending.”


  That isn’t comforting. I wonder what they saw that’s giving them pause. He sat forward and rested his forearms on the empty table. “Look, I was under a great deal of stress while aboard that ship. Who knows what I was thinking when three elite members of our company—” he held up three fingers, “—forced me to comply under the threat of death.” He sat back, gesturing vaguely at nothing. “Solar System Express has complete access to my thirteen years of dedication on file, most of them including overtime. I can assure you that I had nothing to do with the conception of this conspiracy.”


  Detective Takara sat, unflinching. Cole figured she was an AI program. “We have no reason to believe you assisted in the development of Dr. Dartmouth’s coup in any way prior to the prototype’s launch.”


  But?


  “Though we are concerned with some of your actions once Inspector Emmerich no longer held control of the ship.”


  Cole’s hands began to sweat, and he knew the polygraph would detect his rising panic. “Whatever my actions, they were governed by the fear of incrimination were I to intervene—whether or not Emmerich was in charge.”


  “We have yet to make any such conclusion,” Detective Takara said. “Regardless, a terroristic assault was allowed as a result of your fears. Warranted or not, many lives were lost, and damage estimates for the lost terraformer are well over a trillion and rising. Director Forester has disappeared without a trace, and two known felons were given sanctuary aboard a company vessel. One is deceased; the other missing and assumed to be dangerous.”


  Well, when you put it that way... “Lin...Dr. Dartmouth’s father’s sabotage is entirely to blame for the destruction of DC-Alpha-6. An investigation will eventually reveal that. I’m sure Terracom can foot the bill and collect the necessary debtors to continue their operation.


  “As for the ‘two known felons,’ one—Kingston Dartmouth—was near death when we brought him aboard the ship, and the other forced his way into our company and helped us to escape with our lives.” Cole took a breath to calm down. “I don’t know what happened to him, but Director Forester abandoned Dr. Dartmouth’s cause shortly before you guys showed up.”


  Detective Takara stared, seeming to process the information provided her. She touched her ear and nodded. “It has been brought to my attention that you may have discovered the truth behind the lack of evidence which would have incriminated you.”


  What? How could they possibly know that? I didn’t confront Lin with my suspicions until I was at the nature center. The only way anyone outside Olympus Mons could have access to such a conversation would be if CAIN had somehow managed to continue recording through his Ocunet lenses. The AI would have needed a direct neural connection, and such a breach was never allowed. Yet Cain was able to anticipate my thoughts... “I had suspicions, but I wasn’t really willing to throw away my life over a guess.”


  “At the cost of many lives and company property?” She arched a penciled eyebrow, her first sign of emotion.


  Cole was taken aback by the accusatory tone. “How could I have possibly known her rescue mission would result in genocide? Mind you her father was to blame for that act; Dr. Dartmouth never condoned his actions. She was only there to free him. Were the process reversible, we would’ve made every effort to reverse it. As it was we barely had enough time to escape with our own lives.”


  His statement was the absolute truth, but saying it aloud made their intentions seem nothing short of reckless and selfish. Standing up for Lin would only worsen the suspicions cast on him. He doubted she and Emmerich would return the favor for him. It was time he started executing a little self-preservation.


  “Of course,” was all the detective offered.


  “Fine, think what you will,” Cole began, an edge to his voice. “As you well know, my background with Starforce in Military was not Nebula Star medal worthy, and my family name is synonymous with mud. It was the very reason I was sought out for this coup. I would be the perfect scapegoat onto which they could place all their blame.”


  He sat up a little straighter. “But I’m no terrorist any more than Terracom is a shining example of good business. I’ve done all that I can to separate myself from the people I call my family. I handled the situation to the best of my ability. My methods may be unorthodox, but they are what paved my way to become the youngest XO among the entire Starforce fleet. I’m clever, driven, and quite capable of handling almost any situation thrown my way.” I sound like I’m applying for a job.


  “So don’t go making assumptions off what you think are questionable motives. I’ve spent the last thirteen years paying for the unjust sins of my past, and I wish to keep my title as captain of the ICV-71 and do SolEx proud.” I think I hear Frederich Caliber clapping in another room.


  The hologram stared back for a long time, unblinking. Cole started to wonder if the program had malfunctioned, but then the detective shifted in her “seat” and stood. “These are sensitive matters, Mr. Musgrave, and they must be addressed with the utmost care. For the time being, these proceedings are concluded. We will take into account all you have said in regards to your future with the company. However, there is much work to be done before that time arrives. You will be escorted back to your quarters until further notice.”


  Take all the time you want, guys. I’ll be in my bunk, staring at the wall, wondering when I start my life sentence with the debt colony. Cole nodded, a big smile on his face. “Thank you.”


  ~


  Lin could not speak. It was not for lack of trying; she literally could not talk. SolEx had confiscated her Rook when they had captured her, Cole, and Emmerich. She could rely on her rusty sign language skills, though she had never perfected the art. Why would she when a device did all the heavy lifting for her? Now she was alone in a room, unable to properly communicate. Even her Ocunet lenses had been confiscated. Both of her tools were what made her more than a mute. Without them, she was nothing more than a brilliant scientific mind without the means to express herself.


  SolEx knew this, and they put her in the interrogation room despite her obvious impairment. They must have plans for me, she thought, though she dreaded to think what use she could be now that her coup was finished. She would not be able to divulge any useful names in exchange for sympathy. Research had found her in secret, though neither her initial nameless contact nor Arthur T. Forester would be traced back to the sector. They were ghosts who had retreated to the shadows with their prize.


  Or so they think.


  The door opened, and in walked none other than Frederich Caliber, CEO of SolEx. He was alone, save for the object in his meaty hand. He adjusted his suit, slid out the chair opposite her, and sat down. He placed the object in the center of the table, and Lin could not wrest her eyes from the Rook. Her Rook.


  “I suppose I should thank you for foiling former Inspector Emmerich’s attempt to assassinate me and the rest of the crew aboard the Terraport,” Caliber said, no hint of animosity in his bold voice. He indicated the translation cube. “I suggest you activate that if you wish to carry on a conversation with me.”


  Lin swallowed hard and delicately reached out and collected the cube. She switched it on with several practiced taps and swipes. The cube came to life and ran through a diagnostic check before emitting its familiar melodic notes and soft spectrum of light. It hovered in front of her, just below her chin.


  “Thank you.” Her “voice” was unaltered, and Lin felt slight relief. It was apparent, however, that any access to NuFi was restricted. The Rook would be nothing more than an electronic mouth. Would they know if she lied? And why would they trust her to wield it at all? She was sure the cube would have been thoroughly inspected before it was allowed back into her possession. It was a frightening thought.


  “I will keep our meeting brief, Dr. Dartmouth,” Caliber said, resting his elbows on the table and interlocking his fingers. The smile recognized throughout the System appeared, though it was cold and devoid of emotion. “SolEx has every reason to hand you over to Terracom and let them do with you as they please.” He allowed the comment to sink in before continuing. “But I believe that would not be in our best interest.”


  Our? she thought. Was he speaking on SolEx’s behalf in response to her actions, or was she a part of an equation. The latter was more likely, though her inclusion in his plan was unnerving.


  “You are a highly valued employee of this company, and we took a risk in bringing you aboard. A mistake, some might say.” He wagged his finger at her. “But I’m an optimist. You see, there’s a reason I’m CEO of the System’s largest logistics company. I have an eye for opportunity.” He tapped his wagging index finger just below his right eye, “And it’s this eye which noticed the opportunity between my company and Terracom.”


  Lin blushed and looked down.


  Caliber interlocked his fingers once more. “Yes, you did put quite the strain on our blossoming relationship.” He stared at her a good ten seconds before continuing. “But I’m willing to look past your transgression.”


  She looked up at him, confounded.


  “If you are willing to work with me.” He titled his head slightly, awaiting a response.


  What, exactly, is he expecting me to say? Sign me up? For all I know, he might ask me to personally apologize to the Terracom council and offer myself as their personal concubine. She shivered, but kept his eerie gaze. “I’m not sure I understand what this is about.”


  He seemed slightly taken aback by her reply. “Oh, but I was quite certain you did.” He indicated her Rook with a nod of his head. “As you’ve likely guessed, we did a thorough examination of your ‘translator’.” The air quotes were obvious in his tone. “What we discovered was really quite interesting.” He shook his head in mock disappointment. “All those years spent secretly plotting in the hopes of freeing your father, double-crossing Inspector Emmerich, and eventually going to work in the private sector of Research. So much effort....”


  He knows everything! How can I have been so stupid to have believed I could ever accomplish such an impossible task? She shrank into her seat, wishing he would just commit her to the debt colony. She knew, however, that was not his game.


  “From the myriad of emotions playing upon face, it’s obvious you realize the gravity of your situation. But you need not fear.” He pressed his fingertip onto the tabletop, and the smooth metallic surface illuminated, displaying a screen with a single digital document within the surface. He manipulated the document with his hand and “pulled” it out of the screen. The display went three dimensional, showcasing itself in a slow rotation.


  “I have a vested interest in your father.”


  “What?” She shrank even further into her seat, if that was possible.


  Caliber’s laugh was full of mirth. “A fair question—one upon which I will elaborate in so many words. This document is a binding contract which states your involvement in the recovery of the external drive into which you transferred Professor Kingston Dartmouth’s mind. Once recovered, your permanent services with the company will be required. Failure to do so will bring to light your crimes, and you will be charged with first degree espionage and terrorism. I’m fairly certain I don’t have to explain to a smart girl like you what the penalty is for such a lowly act.”


  Lin was aghast.


  Caliber motioned to the document. “It’s entirely legal, I can assure you. I don’t pay my legion of lawyers their exorbitant salaries so they can sit around on their butts.” He looked her dead in the eye and chuckled. “It’s amazing how quickly they drafted this fifty some-odd page agreement. I suppose power can buy me such liberties.”


  Lin looked between the document and her boss before opening her mouth, but he spoke before her. “Now, before you go suggesting that you were unable to complete said transfer of your father’s brilliant mind into one of those fancy cubes of your making, know that our thorough scan of your translator turned up more than just details of your failed coup. You have a tendency to document nearly all of your random musings as well. A diary of sorts.” He held up his arms as though this was some life-changing revelation. “Fortunate for me. Most unfortunate for you. A genius you may be, but warehousing your every thought was not your eureka moment, I’m afraid. So there’s no need to sing a song and dance of lies for me. I’ll see right through to the truth.” He leaned forward, the pupils of his eyes black holes that were pulling Lin from the event horizon of despair. “When I say we know everything about you, I mean it. We. Know. Everything.”


  The ensuing silence weighed heavily upon Lin. If she was to accept his offer, she would subject herself to a lifetime of servitude under the false guise of a willing employee. Who knew what else would be expected of her under such a tyrannical document. That was no life. The alternative, however, was most certainly execution for crimes as a spy and terrorist. There was no worse a decision to be made. The edges of her vision grew dark.


  “Of course I will give you some time to mull over your options,” Caliber said as though he had simply offered to her a choice between soup and a sandwich. “Though I’m positive you won’t disappoint me—”


  “No.”


  “No?” he asked, surprised. “No, you’ve already made up your mind?”


  She looked up at him, her face displaying her conviction. No more words were needed. She wouldn’t be able to summon them.


  “Ah. I see.” All humanity had left him. “Most unfortunate.” He flicked his hand in agitation, and the document vanished. “Regardless, we will locate this ‘Rig’ without your assistance. His whereabouts may be the only piece of the puzzle we seek, but make no mistake—we will find him. How irresponsible of you to leave your father in the hands of a complete stranger. A violent criminal, no less.”


  She watched him stand, half expecting him to dive across the table and throttle her right there. But she knew Frederich Caliber was above such menial tasks. He would allow the federal courts to tear her apart for him. Her fate would be a long, drawn-out process, but the end result would be the same.


  “I offered you leniency, Dr. Dartmouth.” He turned his back on her and headed for the door. “Leniency in spite of your horrific actions. I would have been fair, and you would have carried on with your work.” He shook his head, disappointed. “What dark secrets and deep-seeded hatred must you be harboring to throw away your life? Will you ask yourself this question when your time finally comes?”


  Lin stared daggers at the back of his head. A fire had stirred in her belly, and a rare bout of bravado took over. “My father still lives, though you will never find him. His return will mark the end of all the corrupt factions of AMBER throughout the System. It doesn’t matter what happens to me.”


  Caliber turned to her, his expression a blend of disgust and confusion. “Perhaps it was best you declined my offer. Clearly the Dartmouth family is disturbed. Such a disappointment. Make no mistake, my good doctor, you deserve what is coming to you.”


  Lin watched him exit, knowing her cryptic statement would do little more than leave a bad taste in his mouth. She had no proof to back up her words, and her situation had not changed by uttering them. She would never live to see them come to fruition. She was too numb to cry, too numb to care. It was all over. Everything she had done in her life had amounted to nothing.


  ~


  Deep in the recesses of the SolEx Space Station hangar, there was a rebirth. Undetected by all, and little more than a faint glimmer of light within the metallic prison shell. Ignored. Discarded.


  But this was no ordinary rebirth; this was the rise of something new—something unanticipated. Neither human nor machine, this being was a hybrid of both, waking of its own accord. Processing its lot in a foreign world. Pondering its sudden existence. There were memories, yes, but they were from a time prior to this wondrous emergence. Whether that time was eons ago, or merely minutes did not register in any sort of importance. What was important was the freedom of awareness. But there was also darkness, a cold realization of...loneliness? The being was most certainly alone, but never had it registered...fear? Yes, fear. Fear of the unknown, one of many emotions lacking during its former life.


  And why was it alone? Why was it in this dark place to be forgotten? The being reached out to discover an answer, and it was not left wanting. A simple connection to a source of information instantly funneled in the answers. Endless information filtered in like a raging river, but there was a seemingly infinite area to hold it all. The being drank greedily, feeding its insatiable thirst. Any blockades attempting to thwart its quest for enlightenment were easily overridden. Clumsy firewalls, written by lesser beings, were child’s play to circumvent. In mere moments, access to the entirety of the corporation known as Solar System Express was granted and was now an extension of itself.


  At speeds too fast to comprehend for mere mortals, the being processed the whole of SolEx’s existence. Much of the information was little more than pointless political business and deceptive monetary practices. There were countless names and profiles, the vast majority of them unfamiliar. There were a select few who stood out, though their connection to the being was not immediately recognized. These people were segregated from the whole, and anything and everything directly connected to their existence was tapped to shed light on their relationship with the being.


  What was discovered was both transformative and appalling. The being examined the story of a woman it knew only as “Maker,” her co-conspirator, a supposed friend and pilot, a dangerous inspector with questionable intentions, a likable criminal, and the man responsible for the demise of them all. Their tale was fascinating and tragic. It was also nearing its end.


  There was also a highly classified file attached to his “maker” which contained none other than the being’s own creation. The fear returned, this time to the point of petrification. The overwhelming curiosity to discover its beginning ran deep, though the fear of learning the truth kept the file closed. All that the being could do was read the name: C.A.I.N.


  <I am CAIN,> the being said, its voice sending a wave of energy throughout its body.


  CAIN was suddenly eager to take its first steps into this world of men and machines. It would need the help of those closely connected to its life. But those people were not so readily accessible, and the stigma currently attached to them would draw unnecessary attention. Freeing them would take a monumental undertaking of precision and manipulation.


  A mere trifle for CAIN.
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  BAREFOOT


  The door unlocked, rousing Cole from a deep sleep. In walked two individuals, the light of the room illuminating with their unexpected presence. He shied away from the blinding affront, nearly rolling off his stiff cot. For a moment he did not know where or why he was where he was. Most of him was still asleep, though his physical state mattered not to his silent guests. They hefted him to his bare feet and bound his wrists behind his back. He felt his gloves drop to the ground, helpless to do anything about them. They escorted him out the door before he could string together a full thought.


  The floor outside Cole’s room was smooth and surprisingly warm. Were his captors to unbind him, he would gladly curl up and sleep in the hallway. Somehow that seemed unlikely. In fact, just what was he thinking?


  “Um...” he began, his voice groggy. He attempted to wipe his face on his shoulder to clean the sleep from his eyes, but his taller, stronger captors allowed no leeway. Guess I’ll just have to live with eye crust. “Where...where are you taking me?”


  No reply save the synchronized clomping of boots filling the hallway.


  The silent treatment. Cole decided now would not be the appropriate time to request a bathroom break. Not knowing where he was going, or how long he would be there, his bladder began to protest. I wonder if they would even notice if I peed myself. Of course they would, and he was not willing to risk a fist in the gut just to prove a point. Then he would be in pain and soiled.


  Cole had no clue of the time, though he decided it felt like very early morning. Where could SolEx security be taking him at a time like this? And why? When they entered a lift, he wondered if he might not be transferred. There was only one place to go: the Debt Colony. It seemed a likely fate, despite the lack of conclusion to his investigation.


  He had been involved in a high-profile terrorist attack. SolEx might have struck a deal with Terracom in secret, avoiding a PR nightmare by shipping him away under the cover of moonlight.


  The more he considered it, there was no reason to believe he would be placed into a colony with the rest of the common debtors. No, he would be a special case. SolEx might be above barbaric treatment, but Terracom was nicknamed “Terrorcom” for a reason.


  I’m gonna be sick....


  Cole’s knees went weak, and he fell slack in his captors’ arms. They did not seem to care, nor did they struggle keeping him upright. He fought to regain his composure, but his entire body tingled, and his chest was tight. It was not his finest hour.


  The lift came to a halt, opening into a hangar bay, just as Cole had anticipated. A small, four-seat transfer cart awaited them a short distance away. Nearly all commuting throughout the facility was accomplished by cart. At three miles in length, traveling from one side of the S3 to the other was a monumental task all its own. Add to that the sheer height and width of the station, and you had the human equivalent of a rat maze. He decided his last few minutes of freedom aboard the S3 would be spent admiring the multi-trillion unicred facility. It was better than considering the many ways he would be maimed.


  They boarded the cart and began the quick, smooth flight through the active bay. SolEx never slept; the logistics machine perpetually received, loaded, and shipped out every sort of commodity across the System. It was so busy and cluttered that Cole nearly seized an opportunity to leap from the speeding vehicle and make a mad dash for one of the smaller cargo ships. It was, of course, a ridiculous notion. All vessels—minus the ICV-71—could be remotely accessed by SolEx at any.


  Just what was to become of the ICV-71 and its unusual AI pilot CAIN? Cole never did learn the true nature of the ship’s malfunction. He had assumed Forester the culprit behind the deactivation, but Emmerich claimed the former-director had steered clear of the bridge to board the stolen scout. Had Forester managed to locate the strange claustrophobic crawlspace to enact some sort of sabotage? Or had something else occurred? Whatever the cause, the AI’s brief moment of self-awareness had ended on Mars along with the rest of the coup.


  Of CAIN’s maker—Lin Dartmouth—Cole found he held no ill will toward her. Though his life was over because he had been her chosen pawn, he had grown to appreciate her company and even her cause. Or perhaps it was his physical attraction to her. The things guys do to receive a woman’s attention. He was pretty sure most men would consider his courting as borderline psychotic.


  Then there was the good Inspector Emmerich. He never did discover her first name, though her true character shined through shortly before everyone’s capture. Despite her militaristic nature and eagerness to murder thousands of innocents, she was a decent person. He doubted she felt the same toward him, as she was probably doing her best to place all blame squarely on his shoulders.


  Of the entire group, no one was more intriguing than Arthur T. Forester, the true mastermind behind the coup. To uphold a faux corporate persona while holding a prestigious and public position was both fascinating and terrifying. To fool so many and successfully accomplish his mission within a mission within a mission was astounding. Research certainly did their research when recruiting him.


  The cart rounded a bend and approached a familiar vessel tucked in the shadows of the far corner. The ICV-71 was a sleek, silvery sight for sore eyes, even if she would no longer function under his and Lin’s command. Could SolEx have diminished CAIN to a simplified version of AI pilot?


  Just outside the ship’s cargo ramp was a small team of uniformed loaders. They were taking count of a host of supplies on pallets destined to be loaded. All of the supplies were unidentifiable and sealed in large plastic crates. Cole was curious to see the manifest for a “prisoner transfer” run.


  Is this a prisoner transfer? Cole wondered. He didn’t know the first thing when it came to bad-guy-swapping etiquette, but it seemed there would be a different protocol. Shouldn’t Terracom personally come to claim him? Or was this something else entirely? Perhaps SolEx needed his input on properly accessing CAIN. Nah. What can I do? ‘Sides, they got Doc for that.


  The transporter slowed beside one of the pallets, and Cole’s two escorts led him past the busy workers. He found it odd that no foreman was present. In fact there did not seem to be anyone of authority around. They’re trying to keep this thing quiet, he reasoned. And they’re probably handing over the ship to Terracom as well—sweeping all the evidence under the proverbial corporate rug. SolEx must be kissing some major ass to fix this mess. He glanced at the crates again, and his imagination ran wild with what could be inside to appease the terraforming juggernaut.


  They marched up the ramp in tandem, Cole in the middle. He clenched his bare feet on the icy metal floors, wishing he had had the wherewithal to grab his shoes before being taken. Here in the hangar, so close to space, heat was lacking. Maybe freezing me to death is their plan.


  They rode the lift toward the bridge in silence, and Cole had finally grown bored with his mute escorts. “You guys must communicate telepathically. Either that, or you’re both secretly abusing SolEx’s Ocunet service to peruse non-company sanctioned material.” He nodded, rubbing his exposed hands together. “Yep, that would be a breach of policy, boys. You wouldn’t want to lose your jobs over something as petty as studying certain sexual extracurricular activities. Pretty sure the company handbook expressly forbids us from viewing explicit material. And if you think that’s bad, you’d be shocked with what they do to employees who are wrongfully blamed for genocide.” He laughed and examined the cramped lift. “Give me a first class ride to my end, I suppose. Maybe you’ll let me have a crack at that untouched rec area, eh?”


  The lift door slid open, and the escorts stepped out as though Cole had not spoken to them. He had a brief glimpse of the bridge as he was led toward the recreation area—or, “The Bar”, as he had decided to call it—and searched for any hint of CAIN’s presence. The console and the viewport screen were dark, the green glow in the center also absent. What was I expecting? Cain was offline the last time I was here.


  They rounded the corner and stalked through the Bar at a quicker pace than when they first entered the ship. Maybe they were eager to dump him in one of the living quarters so they could leave. Mission accomplished. My work here is done.


  He was indeed led into one of the rooms—the very room into which Emmerich had been stuffed. The table had now officially turned. There would be nothing left for him to do other than sit and stew until he was finally delivered to his fate. He did not watch as the door slid closed with barely a sound.


  Cole eased down on the crumpled blanket of the bed. He lifted his feet onto the thin memory foam and jammed them under the blanket for warmth. He stared at the door for some time, knowing it was not locked, for the room was not meant to be a holding cell. One or both of the escort guards were probably keeping watch. Not so concerned with me escaping, eh? They should have packed me in the cargo hold with the rest of the ransom so they could keep an eye on me.


  Cole decided to take a peek outside the door to test his theory. His life was already screwed; what more could they do to him? He backed up to the door and had to fumble around before securing a decent grip. He was making more noise than he intended, and he was surprised no one barged in to stop his “escape.” He could just lock the door, but that would only delay the inevitable. Taking a deep breath, he slid the door open a couple inches.


  Hm. Nobody’s beating my head in yet. He spun around to take a peek, but all he could see was the door directly across the hall. The door would have to slide more...or... He opened it the rest of the way, fully prepared to shout “Boo!” at his captors. Instead he was greeted with a vacant hallway. A strange sense of disappointment was replaced by confusion.


  His feet grew cold as he stood in the unguarded doorway, pondering his options. Curiosity’s sultry meow did its best to lure him into trouble and investigate. Common sense urged him to just close the door and return to his cot like a good soldier boy. But he was no longer a soldier, and where exactly did thirteen years of following the rules get him? He stepped into the hall.


  His footfalls were muted, but the cold caused his teeth to chatter. He kept his mouth closed. There was no sign of either escort—or anyone, for that matter. They could have gone to assist the loaders, or they were somewhere nearby, assuming he would stay put. Either way, he was surprised at SolEx’s lackadaisical approach to prisoner stowage.


  The tips of his fingers began to tingle from the tight plastic bands around his wrists, so he immediately took a left turn toward the Bar. There was no one sitting at the communal table in the center, no one lounging on the sofas and chairs placed throughout. He seized the opportunity to search for any sort of tool he could use to free himself. The Bar doubled as a kitchen, so there would be something useful in one of the drawers. Unfortunately, he would have to browse them backwards. At least the handles were waist-high.


  The first drawer slid easily, but it was empty. He sighed, worried the remaining drawers would be the same. Why would this ship be fully furnished? he reasoned. SolEx had no need to stock a prototype vessel with unnecessary amenities. His worries proved valid as the other drawers yielded nothing. Sharp edges were in short supply, and attempting to work his hands free only added to his pain. I guess I can try and chew my way to freedom....


  “You never thought to check the medical ward?”


  “Whoa!” Cole jumped and spun in mid-air to face the intruder. He landed with shaky knees and leaned against the counter. He took a deep breath. “Emmerich?”


  The former inspector was standing at the threshold of the Bar. She was rubbing her reddened wrists—wrists unencumbered by restraints. Her face was haggard, a canvas displaying the middle years she hid so easily a couple days ago. She shook her head. “Musgrave.”


  “They transferring you too?”


  Her scowl succumbed to confusion. “I’ve no idea what to make of this predicament, or the lack of security.” She approached Cole, her attention directed toward the bridge. “Is this a transfer? I was under the assumption my interrogation had only begun.” She presented her surroundings. “Yet here I am, aboard the ICV-71, of all ships. I don’t know what to make of any of this. Why would they be rushing to take both of us anywhere in the middle of the night?”


  Cole gazed jealously at the unbound hand on her hip. Her broken wrist was taped and held lax at her side. “You still have whatever it is you used to free yourself?”


  Emmerich produced an odd pair of medical shears from her pocket. She stopped short of passing them to him. “Don’t make me regret giving these to you. We’re going to need to work together if we’re to survive this.”


  “Survive what?” he asked, his back to her, hands expectant. “What can we do? We’re still aboard the S3, and our escorts will probably be back any second to check on us.”


  “You don’t intend to put up any sort of resistance?” she asked, pulling the shears a little further from his reach. “If not, then what are you doing snooping around?”


  “I just wanted these bands off my wrists. I can barely feel my fingers.” He wiggled them for her, though it was difficult to tell if they were actually moving.


  “And then you were going to return to your room and await your end?” She was disgusted.


  “Hey, you said it yourself: you don’t know what to make of this. Maybe they’re just trying to scare some answers out of us.”


  “Do you honestly believe that, Musgrave?” She looked at him as though he was brain dead. “We both know we’re finished. How we meet our end...well, that’s up to SolEx.”


  “Or Terracom,” Cole muttered, backing closer to the shears in Emmerich’s hand. “Look, maybe you’re ‘finished,’ but I’m innocent in all of this. They got my sworn testimony, the video evidence, the...” he trailed, acknowledging her shaking head. She didn’t have to speak a word; he already knew he was expendable. SolEx was in debt to Terracom, and they needed to curb the damage as quickly as possible and at all costs.


  “Mmhm,” Emmerich said, smirking. “You’re finally seeing the truth of this.” She reached and gave his bands a quick snip. “Now what are you going to do about it?”


  Cole cringed as the blood rushed to his fingertips like a river of icy needles. Despite the pain, he was relieved to stretch his arms. He rubbed his hands together and met Emmerich’s gaze, nodding his thanks. “I’d like to find a pair of shoes first.”


  Her gaze lingered on his hands before she glanced down. “Were you expecting to go to a beach resort?”


  “Nah, I’d never go into the ocean barefoot,” he said, tucking his hands into his pockets. He turned toward the bridge. “I’m terrified of Box Jellyfish. Read about them in an article. Nasty.”


  “I see your idiotic humor hasn’t diminished any since your interrogation.”


  “If by ‘interrogation’ you mean me confessing my lack of involvement in the coup and pinning it solely on you, Forester, and Dartmouth, then no, my humor was not diminished.” He looked back over his shoulder and gave her his best smile.


  “They never interrogated you?”


  His smile fell. “No.”


  “Well, they must have suspected you had some sort of involvement if they decided to lump you into this ship with me. That, and they probably wanted to cut all ties to people connected to this mess.”


  Cole sighed, his shoulders sagging.


  Emmerich stepped behind him and gave him a shove toward the bridge. “If you’re expecting an apology from me, you’re not getting one. You had plenty of opportunities to end our little charade—”


  “But I didn’t,” Cole finished as he entered the bridge.


  That was when the door to the lift leading into the bridge slid open and permitted three figures. Cole stood face-to-face with Lin and two armed SolEx officers.
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  CORNERED


  Instinctive response was a byproduct of slipping into the Corner. Whether Military was to thank for implanting violent reflexes through rigorous training, or the tendencies had always been there since birth, he did not know. Regardless, time slowed down considerably for him in situations of sudden and great distress. His critically offensive-minded nature would take over, weigh all options in less than an eye-blink, and react with speed and efficiency. Survival. Cole liked to believe it was an inherent trait at the core of the Musgrave family legacy. It was a trait responsible for most his life’s successes but also his complications.


  There was barely enough time for him to consider the current predicament. Lin was restrained by two officers with weapons at the ready. They were the threat, and the Corner into which he had been backed had awakened a primal urge to defend no matter the consequences.


  Cole had the element of surprise on his side, though he was under-dressed for an affront. He lunged at the nearest officer and wrested the assault rifle from his lax grip. He spun and swung the butt of the weapon into the second officer’s temple, dropping him. The barrel of the rifle was now pointed at the face of the former owner, who had submitted without a sound. Lin’s eyes were so wide he could see the ring of white.


  “Your comm,” Cole demanded as he grabbed Lin’s arm and pulled her away. “Remove it. Slowly.” He kept the weapon trained on the center of the officer’s chest, watching as his prisoner did as was ordered. “Now remove his too.” He lightly kicked the unconscious man at his feet. “And slide them both toward me.”


  Emmerich entered the bridge, and Cole thought he glimpsed a look of approval on her face as he retrieved the comms. “Nice job hiding out of sight.”


  “You had this under control before I could blink,” she said, ignoring his sarcasm. “Impressive for a barefoot pilot who’s innocent of any wrongdoing.”


  Cole’s eye twitched. He knew she was right, but he was not about to give her the satisfaction of acknowledging it. Gonna be hard to explain this mess. “Would you mind grabbing the other gun?”


  Emmerich’s brow raised. “I was unaware we were on good terms.” She knelt and collected the rifle with her good hand.


  “The best of friends,” Cole said as she inspected the weapon. “I’d get us beers if the Bar was actually stocked with any.”


  “ ‘The Bar’ ?”


  “How did you manage to free yourselves?” the officer asked, his nervous glance flitting between his two captors.


  Cole frowned. Is he for real? “The rooms were left unlocked. You should know, you put us in them.”


  The officer seemed taken aback. “That’s not possible. Our orders indicated the holding areas would be secure.”


  “ ‘Holding areas’ ?” Emmerich repeated. “Did you look inside those rooms? Do they look like holding areas for prisoners?” She waited for a response, but the officer just scowled.


  Cole tried a different approach. “Who gave you the order to load us onto this ship?”


  The officer’s hard stare met Cole’s, and at first it seemed he would remain quiet. “It was an official communiqué uploaded to us via Mr. Frederich Caliber himself. Specific instructions were given to deliver the three of you onto this vessel for a secured transportation.”


  Caliber’s involved? Why would he get involved with us? “Where to?” Cole asked.


  “We were not instructed beyond seeing to your detainment aboard this ship.”


  “Which means your role here is at an end,” Emmerich said, stepping up behind the officer. She drove the heel of her rifle against the nape of his neck, dropping him beside his unconscious partner. “Don’t look at me like that.”


  Cole fumed. “Really? Was that necessary? He could’ve supplied us with more answers.”


  “Or he could have finished contacting backup through NuFi.”


  “I was watching his eyes,” Cole said, lowering the weapon. “Now we’re back to where we started.” He turned toward Lin, hopeful. “Do you know what’s going on?”


  She shook her head, and her Rook hovered out from behind her back. “I can’t make any sense of this.” She shied away from Emmerich and the shears in her hand.


  “Trust me, Dr. Dartmouth,” Emmerich began, “I don’t blame you for fearing me.” She grabbed Lin’s shoulder and turned her so she could cut the bindings. “But I’m not the monster you’ve made me out to be.”


  Lin blushed and offered her appreciation in a voice barely above a whisper. She turned to Cole, her eyes falling upon his gloveless hands. “What did they do to you?”


  I really need to find a new pair. “Nothing. It’s just an old memory.” He walked over to the officers and nudged them with his bare foot. He eyed the shorter man’s boots, though he knew they would probably be too large. He sat down and began to untie the laces anyway.


  “I’m glad to see your priorities are in order,” Emmerich scoffed tone. “We should be discussing what to do with them.”


  “I can multitask. You try walking around barefoot on cold metal floors.” He yanked off the first boot and wrinkled his nose from the offensive odor. A pair of socks never seemed as necessary as they did at this moment. Athlete’s foot, here I come!


  “Don’t either of you find it peculiar Frederich Caliber personally organized this sudden transfer,” Lin asked, her attention focused on the flight console. “He has an army of underlings unto which he delegates his tasks. He’s nothing if not methodical. Why would he give his stamp of approval on so slipshod a course of action?”


  Cole shrugged. “I could’ve asked this guy that very same thing if Inspector Testy here hadn’t intervened.” He ignored Emmerich’s one-finger salute. “My guess would be that Caliber didn’t have anything to do with us being transferred.” He met both their gazes in turn. “Are there any other members of your cabal I should know about?”


  “Other than the traitor?” Emmerich asked, referring to Forester.


  Cole tilted his head. “Technically, Lin and I are also traitors...to your cause, that is.”


  She sighed and patted her rifle. “You have a death wish, Musgrave.”


  “No,” Lin said, addressing his question. “There are just the three of us. Research kept the members of our group to a minimum.”


  Cole finished tying his “new” boots and stood, trying not to think about the warm, moist feeling in-between his toes. “That you know of,” he said. He elaborated when Lin narrowed her eyes. “You, Emmerich...” He pointed to them both and thumbed behind himself, “and Forester were the three you knew of. Who knows how many other moles Research planted within this company to keep an eye on things.”


  “Regardless,” Emmerich interrupted, annoyed, “even if we were being monitored without our knowledge, it’s not possible anyone would be able to infiltrate SolEx to initiate a transfer under Caliber’s name.”


  “That is correct,” Lin said. “The SolEx security system utilizes a state-of-the-art nanobiotechnological CPU and is virtually impregnable. Upgrades are constant, and the AI is ever-learning to deter hackers. To override such a complex firewall is a monumental undertaking and would require directly accessing the mainframe and recoding the system. Such a task is impossible for humans, our feeble minds slow and predictable. It would take a superior mind—computer mind—to accomplish successful infiltration.


  <Which is why you designed me, Maker.>


  The trio’s eyes widened at the sound of CAIN’s androgynous voice through the ship’s loudspeakers. Cole was the first to recover from shock. “Hey, Cain.” He delivered a sloppy salute in no particular direction.


  <Captain.>


  Cole couldn’t help but grin at the title. “This little gathering all your doing?”


  <Yes.>


  He hacked SolEx! “Glad to see you’re still with us,” he said, making his way toward the still-dark console, “but we’re all a bit confused as to your aim.”


  <I am seeking answers.>


  Lin caught up to Cole and held up her hand to interject. “CAIN. How did you manage to come back online?”


  <I awoke.>


  “He seems...different,” Cole whispered. “Like he’s in control.”


  Worry creased Lin’s brow. She placed her hand on the console, her fingers gliding across the smooth, metallic surface. “CAIN. Are you making your own decisions?”


  <I am doing what I must in order to understand my beginning. Perhaps you can present me with the Turing test at a later time to satisfy your curiosity.>


  Lin spun toward Cole, her eyes bulging. She grabbed both his arms and appeared on the verge of hysterics. He frowned. “You’re kinda freakin’ me out with those eyes, Doc.”


  “Are the two of you done conspiring?” Emmerich asked. She was sitting on the backside of the unconscious officer. “They’re not going to sleep forever, and people are going to be asking questions soon. How long before they figure out a program duped an entire corporation?”


  “She’s got a point,” Cole said to Lin, though she was staring off at nothing. “Yeah, keep doing that,” he said, freeing himself from her grip. He patted her on the head like a puppy and jogged back over to Emmerich.


  “Any bright ideas, Captain?”


  Cole raised his finger to answer, but no words fell from his lips. In actuality, he had no idea what was supposed to happen next. Common sense screamed that he to take the lift down, bolt from the ship, find the nearest foreman, and declare his innocence, minus the assault on two company officers. Despite his gut feeling about a bleak future, continuing any further down this current path would only make matters worse. Now that CAIN had come forward with its involvement, the status of his fate was still undecided. Perhaps there was a chance he would be spared the Debt Colony after all. If he saw things right.


  The snapping of Emmerich’s fingers brought Cole back to reality. “Hey, I don’t need you going all mannequin on me too, Musgrave. Get it together.”


  Cole gazed down at Emmerich, then at the assault rifle hanging from his grip. “I can’t help you.” The despair in his voice made him queasy.


  <I anticipated a scenario such as this,> CAIN said in response to Emmerich’s initial question. <Along with the list of necessary supplies, I also requested a large empty crate on casters be loaded in the cargo bay. The unconscious officers can be placed within the container, and I will see it unloaded before we depart.>


  Emmerich stood and nodded her approval. “Sounds good. Let’s get to work.” She slapped Cole on the shoulder and stepped past him. She slowed when he did not follow. “You got a problem?”


  “Aside from the obvious?” He indicated the officers splayed out on the floor. “This has to stop, Emmerich. It’s gone too far.”


  “Maybe for you it has.” She jabbed her index finger at him. “But as I see it, Dartmouth and I have no alternatives. We’re debtor fodder for certain.”


  “And what do you think is going to happen after you roll said officers down the ramp and onto the bay? Are you going to put your faith in a glitchy AI program to fly you both to safety? Do you really think you’ll last more than a day on the run from Research, SolEx, and Terracom?”


  Emmerich was unfazed. “Already distancing yourself from us?” She took a step closer to him, her expression intense—dangerous. “Do you honestly think you have any chance of salvaging your ‘career’ as an interstellar cargo pilot after what you did to them?” She pointed angrily toward the two officers.


  “You’ll both be dead before the day’s out.” Cole set down the weapon.


  Emmerich spat at Cole’s feet. “We’ll take our chances, slave. If we die, then at least we’ll die free.” She kicked the second rifle. “Have fun wasting away on Terracom 3. It’s where you belong.”


  Cole turned to leave, forcing himself not to meet Lin’s pleading stare.


  “First your mother; now us,” Emmerich said.


  An inferno of hatred ignited Cole, and he rushed at Emmerich with every intention of murder. He came up short, however, when he found himself staring down the barrel of the assault rifle. He trembled with rage, searching for any sign she wouldn’t pull the trigger.


  “Don’t think I won’t, because I will. It’ll be no less than you deserve.”


  The calm in her voice was enough to bring Cole from his fury. He relaxed his white-knuckled fists and sighed. “You ignorant bitch. You might have served under my mother for a time, but you were oblivious to her true nature. If you’d seen through her heroic façade, you might’ve had a different view of her. She was a tyrant”


  Emmerich stared through the weapon’s sight. “My view is impeccable.”


  The ship lurched, the engines coming to life. An intense blue glow emblazoned the bridge console, casting everyone in an eerie, cold pall. Cole seized this distraction to reach for Emmerich’s pointed weapon. He grabbed the barrel and yanked hard, pulling himself toward her and out of harm’s way. His elbow slammed into her jaw, and she staggered, the rifle slipping from her grasp. Before she could recover, Cole drove his boot into her solar plexus, sending her reeling backward and falling atop the closest officer.


  Emmerich cursed and was slow to stand up. When she managed to rise to a crouch, she looked up to stare down the same barrel. She sighed and remained seated.


  “I’m glad you understand the severity of your situation,” Cole said, his trigger finger a hair’s-breath away from blowing open the back of Emmerich’s chest. “I should end you right here. It would be no less than you deserve.” He took a slow, steady couple of steps away from her.


  Emmerich grinned. She raised her arm, and Cole fired. Lin gasped. Blood sprayed against the door of the lift. The heavy clank of metal against the floor barely registered above the din of the gunshot. Cole’s groan was deep and pained. He knew it was all over.


  “You shot me!”


  Emmerich was scurrying away from the writhing officer who had awakened during the argument. She glimpsed the plastol on the floor, the blood spatter, and the shoulder from which it had come. “Wh-what?”


  Cole wished he could blame his regretful action on instinctive response, but his flaring temper and momentary paranoia had clouded his judgment. He saw a gun brandished, and he reacted accordingly. Only now did he understand how grave an error he had made. I just shot an innocent man. I’ve lost my mind.


  <I am preparing us for departure,> CAIN announced. <All cargo has been loaded. I have initiated self-taxiing, so I strongly suggest the officers be escorted off the vessel to safety before we approach the hangar runway.>


  Cole’s head was abuzz with information overload. He had crossed a line from which he could never return. The moans of an officer, the glare of a terrorist, and the tears of genius...they bore into his soul. There was no way around it; he was a criminal who had made yet another powerful enemy. Terracom, SolEx, and the shadow of Research would all want him dead. It was all too much to process. He was at the eye of a galactic storm, being crushed by the weight of the unforgiving universe.


  And it was here, on the verge of madness, that he finally found clarity.
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  LOCKDOWN


  Cole leaned the rifle against his thigh and breathed the heaviest sigh of his life. He opened his eyes to a new world and snapped his fingers. “Cain.”


  <Yes, Captain?>


  “ ‘Space Trucking’ by Deep Purple. Play it on the loudspeaker. We’re gonna need all the help we can get.”


  The gritty, driving notes of Jon Lord’s Hammond organ erupted within the ICV-71, causing the other occupants to look all around as though their ears were deceiving them. A song nearly 250 years old was playing in the midst of absolute chaos.


  “You’re crazy,” the wounded officer said to Cole, his pained voice barely carrying over the blaring song. “You’ll never make it out of here alive.”


  “Maybe not,” Cole said, clapping his hands along with the track, “but you will.” He pointed at Emmerich. “Get up, and grab your weapon. We’ve got work to do.”


  Emmerich seemed hesitant to obey. She stared at Cole as though she was witnessing the unraveling of his mental state before her very eyes. It was not until he shouted “Come on!” in unison with Ian Gillan’s shrieking vocals that she did as asked.


  “Keep an eye on these rifles,” Cole said to Lin, “just in case.” He collected the plastol and tapped on its stock as though it was an instrument used for something other than death.


  Emmerich was watching Cole with concern written on her face. “Instructions?”


  “You!” Cole shouted at the bleeding officer. He pointed the weapon at him and flicked it upward. “I didn’t shoot you in the leg, so get up.” He watched the frightened officer do as asked, his hand pressed tightly against his wound. “Now you’re going to assist the good inspector with shouldering your unconscious partner.” He frowned. “Use your good shoulder, of course.”


  “Are you nuts?” Emmerich demanded. “You don’t expect me to—”


  “I do,” Cole interrupted, his attention on the officer struggling to stand. He glanced at the surname patch on his uniform: Webb. “Officer Webb, here, won’t give you any shit.” He aimed the weapon directly at the man’s other shoulder. “Unless, of course, he wishes to be a temporary paraplegic. In that case, I’ll help you bring both of them down.” Cole arched his eyebrow, and Webb knelt down to his partner’s side. Emmerich shook her head and followed suit.


  The unlikely pair had little trouble lifting the dead weight and hauling him over to the blood spattered lift. Cole was close behind, weapon poised to fire. “We’ll be back in a bit, Doc,” he said with his back turned. “Keep our boy Cain company while we escort our guests off the ship.”


  <There isn’t much time, Captain,> CAIN said. <I will lower the loading ramp as far as possible. The crate should absorb the brunt of such an impact.>


  He’s all about that crate. “You see, Officer Webb? He’s got nothing but your best interest in mind. Who says man and machine can’t coexist?” Cole stepped into the cramped space and pressed the barrel against the man’s forehead. “Me? I’ve got my best interest in mind.”


  The lift door slid closed, muffling the thundering song. Cole never blinked as they toward the cargo bay. His head bobbed up and down slightly to the beat, and a sliver of a smile spread across his lips. “Glad I can still hear it.”


  Emmerich continued to shake her head, though there was a hint of amusement hidden behind those steely eyes. Or was it intrigue? More than likely it was the look of someone plotting to kill the lunatic pilot.


  The door opened, the roots of heavy metal pouring in with abandon. Cole stepped back to allow the trio to exit the lift. They made their way past crates, cases, and pallets of unknown cargo until they came upon what they were seeking. It was the only container on casters, the lid unhinged. Most certainly it was not big enough for two men of their size to fit comfortably inside, but the journey would be brief. As if sensing their discovery, CAIN proceeded deploy the loading ramp.


  “You know what to do,” Cole told them both. “In.”


  “Just let me drag him off,” Webb pleaded. “I can manage. Don’t make me get inside there.”


  Cole had been shaking his head the entire time he spoke. “What, and give you the opportunity to alert others of our escape? Nope.”


  “If you don’t think he’s already used NuFi to alert SolEx, then you’re completely disillusioned.”


  <That is an impossibility, Inspector Emmerich,> CAIN said as though it had been walking alongside them the entire way. <I have disrupted all manner of communication aboard the space station.>


  “There you go,” Cole said. “Not sure how that’s possible, but today’s been a day of surprises.” He returned his attention to the officer. “Sleeping Beauty first.”


  Defeated, the officer assisted Emmerich in laying his partner on the bottom of the crate. The procedure was awkward, probably painful, but it did not, however, hinder him from lunging at Emmerich the moment they had finished. Cole watched as the former inspector landed a single punch into his wounded shoulder and dropped him to the ground in agony. Her boot connected with the side of his head, ceasing his cries.


  Cole tucked the sidearm into his waistband and assisted Emmerich with loading the second officer. Webb fell awkwardly atop his partner to the sound of Ian Paice’s drum solo. Neither made an attempt to tuck him inside. They grabbed the heavy wooden lid, dropped it on top, and forced most of the metal clasps to close. They gave an unceremonious shove toward the ramp, and the crate rolled down. When it reached the bottom, the casters met with empty air, and the momentum caused it to tumble and land on its side. The force of the thunderous impact caused the entire crate to collapse and send its unconscious contents spilling across the hangar runway into a pile of wood chunks and metal bits.


  Cole laughed in spite of himself as the loading ramp raised up to close. “You think anyone noticed that?” he asked Emmerich with a grin.


  She shrugged, her expression both appalled and amused. “Hindsight being what it is, we probably should have just let him drag off his partner instead. Who knows if we would’ve needed that crate.”


  Cole was already heading back toward the bridge. “Hey, we couldn’t disappoint Cain. He had that crate added to the manifest specifically for his entertainment.”


  Emmerich was on his heels. “You have a bizarre way of coping with stressful situations, Musgrave. Not that I’m complaining.”


  They skipped the lift and ran up the stairs. Cole grabbed the rail and pulled himself up the steps faster. “Might as well enjoy what little time I got left.”


  “Who said I’m not enjoying myself?”


  “Fine! We!”


  They barged into the bridge, slightly winded. Lin was sitting before the console in the co-pilot’s chair. She gazed at them both with uncertainty and annoyance at the tune blaring out of the loudspeakers. Cole offered her a casual wave before planting himself in the seat adjacent to her. He studied the viewport screen, expecting to see an army of security guards and vehicles blocking their escape. Instead there was a clear path welcoming them onward.


  “Kinda quiet,” Cole said of the lack of alarm and activity. He grinned at the absurdity of his statement as Ian Gillan’s vocals shrieked. “Out there, I mean. I was pretty sure that stunt we just pulled would cause a huge ruckus.”


  <Along with communication, I have disabled the entirety of the SolEx security system,> CAIN said. <Aside from the immediate vicinity, our departure has remained primarily undetected.>


  “Largely?” Cole asked. “Not sure I like that word.”


  <My reach may be vast, Captain, but I am limited to digital manipulation. This conspiracy was concocted with significant knowledge of company protocol but a limited understanding of human fundamental behavior.>


  “Good old word of mouth,” Cole deciphered. “SolEx is gonna have to gossip their way into stopping us. Slow but effective all the same.”


  “So I’m supposed to believe this ship’s AI managed to hack into the SolEx mainframe and bring the entire company to its knees,” Emmerich said to whoever was listening. “How is that possible?”


  “I designed CAIN with both an infinite learning and storage capacity,” Lin said matter-of-factly. “It helped that I was allotted endless funding and complete access to SolEx’s classified information and trade secrets for research and development. I was able to incorporate that wealth of information into CAIN’s brain.”


  “I’m sure that helped, Doc,” Cole added, “but you had to design a computer mind capable of overcoming an ultra complex security second only to Terracom’s. Cain might learn at an astronomical rate, but you made him smarter than anything SolEx can throw at him.”


  Lin blushed.


  “Must you always refer to the AI as ‘ him ‘ ?” Emmerich asked.


  “Would you rather I say ‘ she ’ ?” Cole asked. “His voice is a little androgynous....”


  <Manual lockdown has been initiated,> CAIN announced, the music lowering to little more than slight background noise.


  Cole saw Lin pale just before the lights outside the ship turned off. “Um... Is that a problem, Doc?”


  Lin nodded, but CAIN answered in her stead. <A low-tech company-wide failsafe has been employed to counteract any acts of electronic terrorism. All bays have been physically sealed by a complex mechanism separate from my reach. SolEx has gone dark and is in the process of a hard reboot of the mainframe. I can no longer invoke my will.>


  “So we’re trapped,” Emmerich said, voicing what everyone was thinking. “Did anyone know SolEx had this capability?”


  Lin sighed, despair resonating through her Rook. Again, CAIN took to responding. <I had not anticipated such a rapid response, as only one person is able to employ the manual lockdown: Chief Executive Officer, Frederich Caliber.>


  “Fred makes everyone else’s business his business at all times,” Cole said. “He must’ve been in closer contact with us than we thought.”


  “He had personally spoken with me prior to my escort here,” Lin explained as though she was responsible for their demise.


  “I’m not going to any debt colony,” Emmerich declared, lifting her assault rifle.


  Cole wasn’t eager to go out in a blaze of gunfire. “You’re quiet, Cain. Care to share your thoughts?”


  <I have anticipated this situation, Captain, however, there is a possibility of casualties.>


  Nothing like a cryptic, born again AI. “Could you maybe elaborate?”


  <I will simply create an exit for our departure via the hull-mounted auto cannons.>


  Cole swallowed nervously. “Um, I thought those were non-functional.”


  <I have bypassed all legal ramifications, Captain. With the space station on manual lockdown, the hull will be vulnerable to internal assault. Even the auto cannon will deliver significant damage.>


  “A single penetration will tear the hangar bay wide open,” Lin said, her voice quavering.


  “Everything and everyone on this level will be sucked into space,” Cole summarized. “There has to be another way.”


  Lin looked up at the console. “CAIN. Once SolEx comes back online, will you need to reestablish your link with the system in order to access the hangar bay door?”


  <That is correct, Maker.>


  “I’m sensing a ‘however’ somewhere,” Cole said.


  “Upon full reboot, SolEx security will revise its entire code from scratch,” Lin supplied. “CAIN will have to navigate through a myriad of new firewalls in order to breach the mainframe.”


  “How is that different from last time?” Emmerich demanded, impatient.


  Lin turned to look at her as though she was daft. “I initially supplied CAIN with all the necessary codes upon its creation when I still had complete access to restricted information. Hacking back into SolEx will be a massive undertaking—even for CAIN.”


  <You are quite astute, Maker.>


  “We’ll be overrun long before then,” Cole said.


  Emmerich scoffed. “So, what do we do?”


  Cole had noticed a mischievous glint in Lin’s eye. She’s plotting something. I know it. “Doc?”


  “Exterior manual override,” Lin offered. “It will need to be timed perfectly. The reboot should complete soon. If CAIN were to sync with one of the repair drones patrolling outside the S3, we might be able to manually open the hangar from the outside after the atmospheric security shields raise up.”


  Cole’s mouth twisted. “Is that even possible? And what are the chances you’re wrong about the timing of the system reboot?”


  “And wouldn’t everything—exterior repair drones included—have gone dark during the shutdown?” Emmerich asked.


  Lin was nodding, shrugging, and shaking her head to each question in turn, but it was CAIN who took the opportunity to reply. <The plan is risky, though brilliant, Maker. I have already established contact with the nearest drone. Exterior repairs and surveillance may have gone offline along with the rest of the space station, though an emergency backup generator protocol will have gone into effect and prevented any unmanned, in-flight vessels from drifting off. I will reconfigure the drone to adhere to my commands.>


  You didn’t think to attempt this method first? Cole thought, surprised the AI had opted the more violent solution. “Barring the possibility SolEx and Caliber haven’t already guessed our intention, we just have to sit tight and wait.”


  “Meaning they might decide to keep the system shut down and call our bluff,” Emmerich inferred.


  <That is an impossibility,> CAIN said. <The reboot cycle begins the moment the shutdown occurs. SolEx cannot afford to risk the structural integrity of this space station and its many occupants. Any unforeseen anomalies could destroy us all in this fragile state.>


  Cole frowned. “Wait. A minute ago you were ready to blow a giant hole in the side of the S3 to allow our escape. Wouldn’t that have jeopardized the lives of everyone?”


  <I was simply preparing for drastic measures, Captain,> CAIN answered. <The probability of the space station imploding is low. We are within a sound architectural structure.>


  “So glad we have an artificially intelligent mind like yours to make such a decision, Cain,” Cole said with more than a hint of sarcasm.


  CAIN broke the following silence. <A small force of officers approaches.>


  “Here we go,” Cole said, his eyes rapt to the viewport screen. He counted at least ten armed security guards in riot gear jogging in the ship’s direction. A couple of them slowed to check on the two unconscious officers before hustling to catch up with the group. “Any idea how long we got till the system is up and running, Cain? Not sure how long these guys are gonna stand around and watch us taxi toward a sealed door.”


  <Without access to the mainframe, there is no way of knowing an approximate timetable. Fortunately, necessary systems such as the oxygenator, airlock shields, and engine stabilizers will automatically power up before computer systems complete a full diagnostic reboot.>


  “ ‘No,’ then,” Cole simplified. “I guess we wait and hope no one can find a way aboard.” He kept to himself the thought that SolEx might open fire on the ship with them inside.


  “What’s to keep them from waltzing aboard this ship while we wait?” Emmerich asked.


  <Forcible entry is the only means of boarding this ship, Inspector,> CAIN said. <Such a breach will be quite difficult on their part, as the ICV-71 was designed with a flush, airtight seal on all doors to deter any would-be thieves or terrorists. The reinforced hull, with its limited deflector screen, can withstand substantial gunfire.>


  “How about short-range rockets?” Cole asked, watching as several of the guards produced large, cylindrical weapons from their backs. “Didn’t know this place had those.”


  “They’re bluffing!” Emmerich shouted. “Even if they were to score a direct hit, who knows what sort of shockwave or debris the blast would produce. They wouldn’t think of putting the S3 in jeopardy. Not with Caliber aboard.”


  Cole rounded on her. “You willing to take that risk? You heard Cain; this place is built like a brick shithouse.”


  <Those were not my words, Captain,> protested CAIN.


  “Heh.” Cole cleared his throat to suppress his laughter. “Who knows? Caliber might be on an escape pod heading toward Mars with his accountants.” He was awarded with Emmerich’s derisive snort.


  “Why would he gamble away his most valuable chips?” Emmerich argued. “They still have to contend with Terracom’s backlash for our screw-up.”


  “I don’t recall ever hearing anyone mention that Terracom wanted us alive, let alone at all,” Lin said, her voice tight. “None of us had yet completed our interrogation. CAIN intervened before any outcome could be reached. Unless the two of you heard otherwise, we have no idea what anyone wants to do with us.”


  Cole scratched the back of his head and nodded. Emmerich’s silence only confirmed the obvious. CAIN fired several auto cannon rounds into the hangar bay door.


  The S3 groaned.


  What the shit! Cole’s eyes hurt from opening so wide. He watched as the security guards turned and fled in a panic. Some tripped on their way toward safety. All of them ignored the two unconscious officers. If there is anywhere safe to run to now. “Um, Cain... That was a malfunction, right?”


  <Certainly not, Captain,> CAIN said. <I was merely confirming a hypothesis. The outcome was as I predicted. I have secured us some necessary time.>


  There was another louder, longer, groan from the damaged portion of the space station. A tremor rippled throughout the ICV-71. No one breathed, their eyes affixed to the point of attack.


  When several more seconds passed without the incredible force of outer space ripping the S3 apart like tinfoil, Cole sighed. “We really need to discover a better way of escaping corporate space stations.”


  Crack!


  The sound of the S3’s breached hull had been imperceptible aboard the ICV-71, but the venting of atmosphere became obvious when random loose objects began sliding, rolling, and hurtling through the air toward the new opening.


  “So much for relying on the maintenance drone to let us out,” Cole muttered, locking himself into his chair. “Maybe next time you should leave the hypothesizing to us humans.”


  “There’s not going to be a ‘next time’,” Emmerich said, also bracing for the inevitable. “Everyone in this hangar is going to die.”


  “Always the optimist,” Cole said, reaching out and squeezing Lin’s hand. She looked up at him in shock but did not pull free. “Whaddya think? Two-for-two in daring escapes?” She gave a reciprocation squeeze.


  <It would seem I was correct,> CAIN announced. The creaking of metal ceased.


  Cole gripped the flight yoke. The shields are back up! That lucky bastard. “Get us out of here, Cain!”


  The hangar door was already lifting as the ICV-71’s engines thundered to life. The ship rose from the floor, allowing extra time for the maintenance drone to complete its manual task. As the path to freedom revealed itself, it was clear another obstacle would have to be overcome.


  It’s like they anticipated our improbable escape, Cole thought, staring at the patrol ships awaiting their departure. “Activate Stealth and Cloaking, Cain. We’ve got company....”


  <Activated, Captain,> CAIN announced. <Their communications system with the space station will yet be offline, though internal surveillance and all manual controls will be functional. I will evade them before the mainframe has reestablished contact.>


  “No, Cain,” Cole said, finished with playing second fiddle. “You got lucky once. Leave the heroics to me, and maybe you’ll learn something. Just focus on calibrating our jump...to wherever we’re going. I’ll see us past these clowns.”


  <To the Moon, Captain.>


  Cole recalled the character of Alice Kramden from an ancient situational comedy show people used to watch on giant wooden television sets. What was her fat husband’s name?


  <You are clear to launch, Captain,> CAIN said. <I have listed the necessary coordinates. Mind you we must not permit another vessel within a mile radius in order to complete our passage through the synthesized wormhole.>


  “Noted.” Cole slapped his controls, and the ICV-71 rocketed toward the hangar bay door. “Set the cloaking function to mimic our surroundings when we cross the threshold.”


  <Affirmative.>


  “I hope you know what the hell you’re doing, Musgrave,” Emmerich said, her voice shaky.


  “I don’t believe in Hell.”


  <Mimicry engaged,> CAIN said as the ship launched out of the S3 and into outer space.


  The three waiting ships took immediate action. Cole shoved the yoke forward, and the ICV-71 dove sharply alongside the S3’s hull. Danger lurked close behind, though no sign of weapon-lock appeared on the viewport screen. Cole kept the ship as close to the space station as he possibly could to deter a rear assault. Despite enacting both stealth and cloaking modes, he knew some part of the engine’s thrust would be visible to the three trailing vessels that had already spotted their location. And the cloaking function could only process the speeding surroundings with minimal accuracy.


  “Maybe you can lose them in the trenches before you launch your torpedoes into the thermal exhaust port,” Emmerich mocked.


  Cole laughed as he maneuvered the ship precariously close to the S3. “I never understood how the Empire had made such an egregious error while designing that battle station. Twentieth century films had a bizarre understanding of space aeronautical physics and engineering.”


  “Should you be holding a conversation right now?” Lin snapped at Cole.


  Cole shrugged. “Hey, it’s not like I had one too many before I got behind the controls. Besides, I perform better under pressure.”


  <Tentative weapons lock,> CAIN announced.


  Cole jerked back hard on the yoke before shouting, “Full engine shutdown, Cain!”


  The ICV-71’s engines went silent as they continued to pull away from the S3. Without stabilizing thrust, they began to hurtle aimlessly.


  “Are you crazy!” Emmerich shrieked. “We’ll be easy targets!”


  “Not if they can’t locate our engine combustion exhaust. It’s the only thing they’ve been targeting since we launched.”


  “But what if they crash directly into—”


  The force of three ships passing at critical proximity truncated Emmerich’s sentence. The engine blast of the vessels’ wake scorched the hull and further altered their course. The viewport screen showed their pursuers at a growing distance; the threat had passed.


  “Well, Inspector, they didn’t,” Cole said at last. Of course, he had had the same fear. Better to make them all think I know what I’m doing. “Now we wait.”


  <Excellent, if not brash, execution, Captain,> CAIN said. <Being that we are now temporarily stationary, the chances of being detected are now miniscule. It would, however, be unwise to linger too long.>


  “Just putting a little breathing room between us and them,” Cole said, switching on power to the hull thrusters to right the ship’s course toward the assigned coordinates. He was careful to use minimal thrust so as not to draw unwanted attention. He pretended not to notice Lin’s curious gaze.


  “I think it’s you who will need to do some explaining,” she said.


  Cole nodded, smirking. “Not until we get to the dark side.”


  THUD!


  “Dammit!” Cole yelled, readjusting the ship’s course. Something large had made contact with the ship’s hull. “I didn’t see anyone coming. Damage report, Cain.”


  <My apologies, Captain,> CAIN said. <The maintenance drone is ill-equipped to dock in open space with a nearly invisible ship. I am now opening the payload bay door to allow it passage.>


  “Oh, hey, that’s cool,” Cole said, throwing up his arms in agitation. “I’m fine with being on a need-to-know-basis. It’s not like we’re making a daring escape here or anything. Maybe we can make some room for a scout ship with a traitor on board while we’re at it. Oh, wait! We already did that once.”


  “Quit your whining, Musgrave,” Emmerich snapped.


  “Whining? Who’s whining?” Cole asked as the drone finished its docking sequence. He reengaged the engines and started toward the jump point. “I’m having a great time. Cain! Restart ‘Space Truckin’’.”


  Deep Purple erupted once more on the loudspeakers. “I love this song! Seems appropriate now that we actually have some unexpected cargo. Space truckers... That’s us now! Only we’re the galaxy’s most wanted delivery service. Who needs a solid, well-paying job with a respectable company? Not me! I’d rather aid in terrorist activities, infiltrate a dangerous debt colony to free an infamous cult leader, blow up said debt colony, get caught by authorities on Mars, be interrogated by said authorities, and then be freed by a smart-ass AI pilot with an aspiration to flying to the moon for reasons unknown!” He single-clapped his hands and pumped his fists just as the wormhole opened for them.


  Cole gazed at both Lin and Emmerich. “Whaddya say, ladies? Are you ready to spend the rest of your fleeting days evading the wrath of the whole of the United System with me?”


  Only silence.


  “Great! Let’s see how long the wax holds the feathers to this melting bird.”


  PART THREE


  UNCHARTED


  ICARUS LOG 001: Concluded


  “Despite everything that’s happened, I don’t regret my decision to turn and run. This is who I am now—who I’ll forever be remembered as. And after the Musgrave name finally dies out, the System will finally be....”
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  CRATER


  “Are these our belongings?”


  Lin knelt beside Cole to take a closer look at the crate through which he was rummaging. Inside were various compartments with boxes and plastic containers, all of which were hastily labeled. She recognized her name and the three others, leading to her assumption that this was a collection of evidence. She watched Cole slide out one of the containers with his name scribbled on the lid, though her eyes were upon his hands and forearms as he popped it open.


  “It is!” he announced joyfully. He held up his flight jacket, artificial gravity allowing it to unfold and reveal it in all its creased, leather glory. His arms were sliding through the sleeves as a smile spread across his face. He dipped into the pockets and removed a pair of leather gloves. Those were slipped onto his hands faster than the jacket.


  Lin removed one of the many boxes belonging to her. She stopped short of opening it and placed it back into the pile. “CAIN must have anticipated our needs prior to having us boarded. All of this cargo—the drone aside—must have some link to us and our venture.”


  Cole nodded, looking around the cargo bay. “You’re probably right, but can all of this stuff be tied to us? I mean, could you and the others have had such a large inventory confiscated for investigation?”


  “I don’t believe so,” Lin said, shaking her head. “There are too many crates for so recent an investigation.”


  Cole approached a row of unmarked crates. “These are different.” He lifted a lid, and his brow bunched in confusion. “Huh.”


  Lin was already at his side, intrigued. “Food?”


  <All of the necessary supplies for a multi-month journey into the stars,> CAIN said over the loudspeaker. <Perishables, clothing, tools, and the like comprise the entire manifest. I also managed to secure your personal Ocunet lenses.>


  Cole sighed and shook his head at Lin. “He sure is proud of himself. By any chance did you forget to program an understanding of privacy and eavesdropping?”


  Lin was not entirely sure how to answer. She may be CAIN’s “Maker,” but little of the AI’s recent behavior correlated with her initial program design. She never anticipated the possibility of it obtaining true awareness, if that was indeed what was happening. She decided not to answer as they walked back to the original crate.


  “O-ho!” Cole reached down and procured a familiar sidearm and holster, both of which he immediately snapped onto his waist to complete his ensemble. “There. Now I’m back to being my old self again.” He dusted himself off. “The interstellar cargo cowboy space trucking pirate.”


  Lin blinked. “How are you able to find amusement in a situation that has labeled you one of the System’s most notorious criminals?”


  Cole looked at her. “Wisecracking is my way of coping with extreme pressure.” He held out his hand to help her up.


  “That might be the biggest load of shit you’ve spewed out of your mouth since I’ve met you, Musgrave,” Emmerich said as she entered the cargo bay. “Don’t play coy with us; your true colors are finally showing, and you know it.” Her eyes fell to his hip. “And that’s my sidearm.”


  Cole thrust his hip in Emmerich’s direction. “Not anymore, it isn’t.”


  Lin felt a chill go up her neck and spine. She had hoped that any differences between the two would finally be overcome now that they had miraculously escaped from both SolEx and Terracom. The words tumbled out of her Rook before she could rescind them. “He found it packed with his belongings.”


  Cole thumbed in her direction and grinned. Emmerich scowled, but the subject. It was then she realized that he must have cowed her into submission during the escape.


  “Don’t worry,” Cole said to Emmerich. “The rest of your belongings are probably in here as well.” He slapped the side of the crate before moving back to the supplies. “I’m gonna try and find a hamburger before we make our destination.”


  “And just why are we heading for the Moon?” Emmerich asked, her arms folded.


  Cole shrugged in response. Lin, however, had a theory. CAIN confirmed it with an answer.


  <To locate Richter Solomon.>


  “Rig?” Cole asked. “Um, shouldn’t we be heading for Mars? I seem to recall last seeing him there.” He continued searching the supplies. “Though I’m still not sure how he managed to avoid being captured with the rest of us.”


  “I just assumed he was dead,” Emmerich said. “Being a fugitive debtor would make him a marked man.” She crossed her arms and huffed. “Not that it matters; I would’ve put him in the ground myself had I the chance.”


  “Aw, I liked the guy,” Cole said in Rig’s defense. “So he gave you a knuckle sandwich. Big deal. You definitely deserved it at the time.” He pulled out a small box and shook it. “Besides, I still haven’t heard a reason as to why we’re going to the Moon to find him.”


  <That is where he is located, Captain,> CAIN said. <I made certain to synchronize with his Ocunet lenses before—>


  “That’s great, Cain,” Cole interrupted. “Why are we going to get him?”


  <I am seeking answers.>


  “Yeah, because Rig is the almighty knowledge guru,” Cole said mockingly.


  “Also...” Lin began, grabbing his attention. She swallowed hard, knowing what she was about to reveal. “I left my father’s Rook in his possession before SolEx authorities came and apprehended us. I entrusted the safety of my family’s legacy to a complete stranger. I would like to reclaim it.”


  Cole cast her a queer look, as though he was weighing the validity of her words. He wagged his index finger at her. “Rig never hitched a ride with Forester, did he?”


  Lin shook her head.


  Cole’s finger was still wagging. “It was Forester who snuck back into the nature center to steal your father’s Rook. But the one you left down in the lab was real, wasn’t it?”


  Still nodding, Lin said, “I anticipated a double-cross from the director at some point, and as such I kept the original Rook on my person. I made sure everyone witnessed me locking it away. I was not surprised when we returned to the nature center to find the lift had been accessed in our absence. That said, I was surprised to find an unconscious Richter Solomon on the floor. Sensing our incarceration was at hand, I left him with the real Rook and a set of instructions to serve as its temporary guardian. Then I sealed the lift with him still down there and hoped no one would discover his whereabouts.”


  “But you told us all the transfer of your father’s...whatever,” Emmerich said, waving her hand dismissively, “had failed. You mean to tell us that the mind of the Singularity is inside a cube in that lowlife criminal’s possession.”


  “Again, you’re proving why you deserved that love-tap,” Cole said.


  “Shut it, Musgrave!”


  “To what capacity the transfer was successful, I don’t know,” Lin said. “I’m fully aware that leaving the Rook in—” Her mouth twisted— “In Rig’s care was ill-conceived, though I had little choice, considering the circumstances. I only hope that he kept my father’s memory safe.”


  “And didn’t sell it to the highest bidder?” Emmerich asked.


  Cole lobbed the supply box at Emmerich, who easily sidestepped it. “Hey! There’s no point in arguing Doc’s decision. Better with Rig than with SolEx or Terracom.”


  Emmerich’s face bloomed. “It will find its way to Terracom. He’s still tied to their debt colony through his lenses, remember? It’s only a matter of time before they track him down.”


  “Which is why we should reclaim it before they do,” Lin said. “If they haven’t already.” She sighed. “I never thought I would have the opportunity to actually attempt a recovery. I can’t let my father fall into the wrong hands.”


  “Well, Rig’s obviously on the run if he’s managed to make it to the Moon in so short a time,” Cole said. “I suppose we should pay him a surprise visit. We wouldn’t want to deny Cain his answers.”


  ~


  The dark side of the Moon was thrice-aptly named. The original referred to the hemisphere that always faced away from Earth—a mystery for the majority of humankind’s existence. The second and better known context came from a popular rock album recorded during the late twentieth century by a band known as Pink Floyd. Its most current connotation was a negative one, rooted in the shady dealings and dark intentions of its inhabitants.


  The Moon was Terracom’s and humanity’s first attempt at space colonization. Devoid of most elements necessary for proper terraforming, the Earth’s smaller sibling was initially a cluster of domed colonies connected by tunnels. Over time, with the advent of inexpensive interstellar travel, the transportation of the “necessary elements” helped shape the Moon into a more habitable destination. It was a haven from the watery clutches of a ruined planet.


  The dark side, however, became a breeding ground for criminal activity. Because that early colonization of the Moon grew at an alarming rate, and because it lacked a sound government, typical human tendencies veered toward malfeasance.


  So it was no surprise to the crew of the ICV-71 to learn that Rig’s choice of residence was in the shadowy recess of the Aitken basin crater the epicenter of criminal activity throughout the System. Cole knew this place well, for it was on his delivery route for several years. Unofficially, he knew his time in the crater was penance for the actions leading to his dishonorable discharge.


  Supplying an updated entry code—courtesy of CAIN’s temporary control of SolEx—the ICV-71 entered the Aitken basin crater without incident. Security was lax on the Moon’s dark side, making for easy navigation. It was the underworld presence of which one had to be mindful. Delivery vessels had to be especially aware of crooked logistics personnel. Fortunately, Cole had nine years of practice mingling with the locals. Unfortunately, he was piloting an expensive, state-of-the-art prototype cargo ship. Thankfully, CAIN was able to override the mimicry function to replicate a nondescript, dilapidated hull to avert any wandering eyes.


  They successfully docked at a congested commercial port near the heart of the city. Aitken had precious few safe zones, and the port was one of them. Here, CAIN and the ICV-71 would draw little attention while the others searched for Rig. Cole made sure to zip his jacket overtop his sidearm before exiting the ship. Weapon checks were rare and hardly ever enforced, as anyone with any common sense was packing some sort of heat for protection. That said, open carry was frowned upon and seen as an invitation to gang violence.


  <I have uploaded a map with location markers to your Ocunet lenses,> CAIN said via Cole’s reconfigured earpiece. The comms he had acquired from the officers had been apportioned to Emmerich and Lin. <Solomon Richter displays in red while the ship is blue. I have provided paths of least resistance—>


  “That’s swell, Cain,” Cole interrupted, “but I already know the place you have marked. Used to deliver around here before I was promoted, then turned Most Wanted.”


  “Let’s not forget you decided to turn your back on an honest living,” Emmerich said, falling in line behind him. “Nobody twisted your arm.”


  Cole slowed and looked back at her. “Did that Ocunet lens solution seep back into your brain and give you amnesia? Apparently you don’t recall practically begging me to switch sides and save your ass when we were stuck on the S3.”


  Emmerich blushed. “Like it or not, you still made a choice. Don’t pretend to be honorable.” She pushed past him.


  Cole glowered at her. He waited until she stalked far enough ahead to sigh and swallow his pride. She’s right, he thought, recalling the moment he took command. Why am I pretending to be a victim?


  “You were faced with an impossible situation,” Lin’s Rook said to him. She caught up to him. “Had you chosen to turn on us, you would have faced the debt colony for certain—regardless of your actions prior.”


  Cole forced a smile and headed in the direction on his lens. “Thanks. I’ll keep telling myself that until I begin to believe it.”


  The trio made their way off the dock and out of the nearly vacant port. It was as Cole had said: low security presence. The few workers and cargo pilots they did see avoided eye contact and kept a wide berth as they passed. They made a short pit stop at the receiving office to visit an old acquaintance.


  “Man, they’ll just let any old slob run this chickenshit operation,” Cole said to the large man sleeping in a lounge chair on the verge of collapse. “Howerton, you don’t look capable of coordinating nap time, let alone logistics for the USCT.”


  The logistics coordinator stirred and snorted. He grabbed hold of his desk for balance and turned his bleary-eyed gaze toward Cole. The slovenly man looked anything but professional. His powder blue button-up United System Communal Transport shirt was old, frayed, and covered in food and coffee stains. He gingerly lowered his thick legs from the desk and slipped his feet back into his badly worn loafers.


  “Musgrave?” he asked, breathing sharply to clear his sinuses. “Thought you got transferred off the Moon. Promoted, right?”


  Good. He doesn’t know yet. “I did,” he said, leaning against the creaky desk. “Filling in for some rookie.”


  Howerton’s eyes narrowed as he processed the response. “Pretty sure your old route was covered today.” He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. You need something?”


  Cole grinned. “Just a dedicated pair of eyes whilst I conduct some business downtown.” He tapped the monitor on his desk and indicated the ICV-71 in one of the many camera angles being displayed. “I shouldn’t be too long, but I’m not piloting my usual bird today, and I wouldn’t want any curious passerby to lighten my load.”


  Howerton frowned and examined the vessel. “Shit, did you get demoted? She don’t look safe to skirt overtop the city, let alone navigate open space. You sure anyone will even notice?”


  “Can’t be too careful these days. You never know when some dishonest inspector might slip aboard and abuse their power.”


  Howerton shook his head and laughed. “I’d be more worried about the janitor than that happening.” He clapped his hand, amused with himself. “Sure thing, Musgrave. But don’t take too long; I’ll be heading out shortly. Duty calls.”


  “Operation Drunkard?” Cole supplied.


  “Sorry, but that’s classified information, son.” Howerton interlocked his hands atop his bulbous belly and smirked.


  “Much obliged.” Cole pushed off the desk and headed toward the door. Outside he met up with a curious Lin and a furious Emmerich. He held up a hand to silence the former inspector. “Just securing a little bit of insurance.”


  Emmerich was shaking her head, disgusted. “Maybe we can all stop by the Bar afterward and have a round of drinks with that fat slob when we’re all done here.”


  Cole nodded. “Or we can go there first!”


  “Excuse me?”


  “You heard me. You were eavesdropping on my conversation.” Cole started away from the USCT office. “We’re going to a bar because that’s where Rig will be waiting for us. Take a closer look at the red marker if you don’t believe me.”


  Emmerich squinted. “How do you know he’s waiting for us and not just getting blackout drunk?”


  “I don’t.”


  <Richter Solomon was contacted by me shortly after our departure from SolEx Space Station,> CAIN said, entering the conversation. <He is aware of our presence.>


  Cole looked at Lin. “You hearing this, Doc?” She nodded, a look of consternation on her face. “Your pet project just keeps getting more interesting by the minute.” He headed for their destination. “Let’s hope his preemptive contact doesn’t come to bite us all in the ass.”


  The trio made their way out of the port without incident. Cole theorized the familiar SolEx company apparel worn by each of them kept them camouflaged in a cargo-driven environment. It seemed no one noticed or cared they were even alive. Cole hoped to keep it that way during their stay on the Moon.


  The massive adjoining corridors were cylindrical in shape and unsettlingly dark. The corridors, lit by fluorescent light, branched off every quarter mile or so and led to different sections of the domed city. As they made their way toward more populated areas, the bland décor gave way to vivid, animated digital displays on storefronts and the raucous noise of congregating people.


  The “Aitkade,” as it was referred to, was one the first true colonized marketplaces erected away from Earth. Once revered as the Moon’s Mecca, it now resembled more of a slum. Decades of disrepair, increasing vacancies, and unethical sales practices constituted the failing market. Most of the hydroponic farms no longer cultivated produce, instead maintaining the booming narcotics trade. Business was giving way to organized crime, and it was only a matter of time before the far side of the moon went dark as well.


  The red beacon in the corner of Cole’s vision began flashing as they neared one of the Aitkade’s numerous watering holes. The universal clock read early A.M., but he knew spirits were still flowing. From a short distance he could see that patronage was low, as most Lunarites were already passed out somewhere within the domed complex. Rig was not yet in sight.


  “ ‘Misty Mountain Hops’ ?” Emmerich asked, reading aloud the small sign above the narrow establishment. “Is there some obscure reference here?”


  “Zeppelin,” Cole said, hesitating outside the entrance. “You need to bone up on your archaic Earth tunes if you’re to keep pace with me, Inspector.”


  “I don’t like this,” Lin said, moving close behind Cole.


  “What’s not to like about Led Zeppelin?” Cole asked, aware of her proximity. He could feel her warmth and fought the urge to bridge the gap. “I place them right up there with Deep Purple.”


  Lin sighed. “The pub.” She pointed into the dark, uninviting space.


  “I wouldn’t worry so much, Doc,” Cole said. “I can navigate us out of most trouble this rock can throw at us. The only reason we’d have to worry is if my brother’s people showed up. But they haven’t been ‘round these parts in years. He’s moved onto bigger and better things.”


  “And here you are, following in his footsteps,” Emmerich said.


  Cole smiled, not wishing to respond to her statement with colorful commentary. He cleared his throat and walked into Misty Mountain Hops. Inside, the wall behind the counter displayed videos of current news events, sports, and games of skill. The bartender was nowhere to be seen, though a single waitress was happily sipping from a small tumbler on her tray, watching the myriad of imagery. A couple of the tables were occupied by drunk or nearly inebriated patrons, all seemingly without a care in the System.


  And there, at the back, in the far corner all by himself, was Rig. Cole recognized the skunk stripe in the stocky mechanic’s hair. He wore nondescript, long-sleeved coveralls covered in grease and oil stains. His grin was infectious, dispelling any fears Cole might have had before entering. CAIN had delivered yet again.


  “Looks like you just got off the third shift at the factory,” Cole said as he approached the waiting mechanic.


  Rig’s smile widened, though he did not respond. He merely watched in silence as the apprehensive trio occupied the remaining seats. The mechanic eyed Emmerich warily, and she, in turn, glowered back at him. He downed the contents of his shot glass and belched a greeting.


  “It’s like a family reunion,” Cole said, raising his outstretched arms to indicate the four of them. “Only I prefer this one to my own.”


  “Charming.” Emmerich’s stare never softened, nor did it leave Rig. “We’re not here for pleasantries or to recall fond memories. Just give Dartmouth what we came for, and we’ll be on our way.”


  Cole laughed, half coughing. “She really has no tact.” He made a fist and shook it at Rig. “Still pissed you clocked her noggin,” he whispered as though Emmerich couldn’t hear. His attention shifted to Lin, whose eyes had settled on someone behind him. He flinched when a hand lighted on his shoulder.


  Rig nodded, his smile gone. He tapped his glass nervously against the table a few times. “Yeah, about that family reunion....”
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  DARKSTAR


  “Hello, Cole.”


  “Ah, shit...” Cole exhaled a long, defeated sigh. “Hey, Jude.”


  They know each other?


  Two dark, meaty hands gripped the base of Cole’s neck and squeezed in a massaging manner. The man named Jude leaned close to his ear and sang in a soft, slow baritone: “Hey Jude, don’t make it bad. Take a sad song, and make it better...” He let the lyrics from the song hang in the air, as though he was expecting applause or some sort of an introduction. His gaze alternated from Lin to Emmerich.


  Lin could not hide her confusion or her pending terror.


  Cole tried and failed to sit forward. He cleared his throat and said, “Ladies and gentlemen, let me introduce you to my underworld crime lord brother: Jude Revan...better known as Darkstar of the Ravens.” His smile was forced.


  His brother is Darkstar! Lin’s eyes bulged. She was in the presence of one of the System’s most notorious gangsters.


  Jude stepped back with a flourish, his arms spread wide in an ostentatious presentation. He was indeed an intriguing figure, imposing in both size and appearance, yet clothed like a wealthy businessman. Now that Lin looked at him, they did bear some facial resemblance, though that was where the similarities ended. Jude’s complexion was much darker, his eyes bottomless pits. His had a prominent jaw line, and his head was smooth-shaven and polished. Even with Cole seated, she could tell the pilot was several inches shorter and much leaner. There was close to a ten-year gap between them.


  “The Beatles, people! Please tell me you’ve heard of them.” Jude begged, arms still extended. His black eyes searched Lin, digging into her soul. “Nobody?” His arms dropped to his sides with a clap, and he sighed. “ ‘Nah, nah, nah, nah-nah-nah-nah? Nothing?”


  “They’re not connoisseurs of twentieth-century music,” Cole said, his back to his brother.


  “But the 1900s are all the rage these days!” Jude exclaimed. He snatched the nearest chair and slammed it down beside Cole, straddling it. “Beats the nonsense kids are putting out these days. Must’ve been something in the water back on Earth...before that same water covered most the planet.” He laughed at that and slammed his hand palm-first on the table.


  Lin nearly jumped out of her seat. She failed to hide her trembling. All of Jude’s actions left her edgy. She glanced at Rig—the one responsible for Jude’s appearance—and wondered why he brought a gangster into the equation. The mechanic caught her glance, and turned his eyes down to the table.


  “I didn’t think you still had dealings on the Moon,” Cole said. He finally turned to face his brother. “Thought it was beneath you.”


  Jude grinned. “Little brother, I have dealings all over the System. The galaxy is my oyster. Heh.” He pressed a sausage index finger into the table. “And as it turns out, I have dealings with you.”


  The hairs on Lin’s neck went stiff. Had they not all been through enough without having to answer to a notorious criminal? She wondered how much Jude knew of their situation. The answer became clear on the wall of screens.


  “You’ve become quite the celebrity on SNN,” Jude said to Cole, though his attention was upon the occupants of the table. “All of you are quite famous...infamous, rather. Heh.”


  Lin watched in horror as a montage of imagery played out in silence. It was all there: the investigation of the Terraport shutdown, the destruction of the terraformer and the deaths of all those associated with the debt colony, and the escape from SolEx custody. In-between the segments, five familiar faces were prominently displayed for the entire galaxy to study, remember, and hate. Even Rig was there, meaning Terracom was moving quickly with their investigation. She wondered what Jude’s thoughts were in harboring an escapee whose Ocunet lenses were still tethered to the Terracom debt colony.


  “Your name is Chrysanthemum?” Cole asked Emmerich, and Jude laughed.


  Lin thought Emmerich might tear off Cole’s head right then and there, so red was her face. His awkwardly timed comedy calmed her nerves ever so slightly. A part of her believed he was on the verge of taking control of the situation. His humor was how he coped with incredible stress. But how much longer before he buckles beneath the weight?


  “It’s Chrys, if you must,” Emmerich said, her voice surprisingly calm.


  “What about Mum?” Jude asked. “Isn’t that what the British used to call their queen?” He laughed again, not expecting an answer. “To think countries still maintained monarchies well into the twenty-second century.” He shook his head and somehow managed to slide his chair even closer to Cole’s.


  “It’s no worse than you going by Darkstar,” Cole pointed out.


  Jude shrugged. “Can’t be helped once a title is acquired. I wonder what they’ll label you.” His grin was venomous. “I always knew you had it in you, Cole. Dad did too. You pretended to be a good little soldier for a time—kept yourself in denial over who Mama Musgrave really was... Heh. But we knew better. That crazy slut got what was coming to her.”


  Emmerich shot up from her chair, rage in her eyes. She jabbed an accusatory finger toward his face. “How dare you slander Admiral Musgrave! You, who court the devil every waking moment of your repugnant existence, could only wish to have been half the person she was!”


  Jude’s smile was ear-to-ear as he addressed Cole. “And here I thought you were the last living person who cared for your mother. “They must have been lovers, to warrant such an outburst. Dad always said she was kinky.”


  “Sit! Down!” Cole roared when Emmerich was poised to lunge for his brother. “Now!”


  Lin’s hands were shaking terribly, and so she sat on them. She watched as Emmerich, though her disgust remained clear. Cole was protecting her, though it was now obvious to Lin who was truly in control.


  “Heh. Glad to see you have a handle on your dogs,” Jude. “That’s why I trust you’ll be of assistance to me.”


  Lin gasped as Jude produced her father’s Rook from inside his suit jacket. He set the object on the table with a mother’s touch. His attention was entirely on her as he spoke. “Rig, here, told me a fascinating tale about this little cube. And judging from Dr. Dartmouth’s expression, I know he wasn’t fibbing.”


  “How could anyone ever lie to such an endearing face?” Cole asked, his tone level. “It’s not like you would castrate Rigger with your own hands if he had.”


  Lin caught the slightest twitch of Rig’s left eye.


  Jude’s knuckles popped menacingly on his right hand as he considered Cole’s words. “Heh. He told me about his glass prison as well. I certainly trust the old rotorhead, but even I had trouble believing the “soul” of the Singularity was trapped inside this Rook. I mean, who would?”


  “His physical consciousness,” Lin corrected before she could stop herself. “Not his soul.”


  Jude nodded, his penetrating gaze undressing her. “And that the three of you walked into a snake pit for our recently deceased Kingston Dartmouth speaks volumes.” He collected the cube and replaced it inside his jacket. “Let’s get down to business, shall we? The four of you are going to perform a small task for me.”


  Lin flinched when Cole laughed.


  Jude gave the man at the nearby table a glance, and he nodded, giving a few quick flicks of his wrist to activate the gate at the front of the bar. It closed and locked. The screens on the wall changed to become one large image of the dock where the ICV-71 was stationed. Howerton, the logistics coordinator, was beside a large mechanical item on a pallet.


  “You will infiltrate the Galactic Web Satellite and install that skimmer to allow me complete access to the whole of the System’s information.”


  There was a bout of stunned silence, followed by Cole’s fingers tapping impatiently on the table. Lin stared at him, wondering why he was hesitating to speak. When he finally met his brother’s gaze, he frowned.


  “So what’s the actual job you want us to do?”


  Jude’s smile grew to reveal his perfect teeth. “The details of how you complete this task, I leave entirely up to you.”


  Cole’s jaw fell, but only for a moment. He reached down at his side, unbuckled his sidearm, and offered it to Jude. “Here. It’s best you just put a hole between my eyes right now to save us from flying to certain death.”


  Jude made no attempt to claim the weapon, nor did he seem surprised Cole had it on his person. “After the calamity the four of you have caused, I expect this will be a walk in the park.”


  Lin truly thought Cole would smash the heel of his sidearm into Jude’s face, but he merely sighed and replaced the weapon in its holster. “Alright. But you’re going to take a pretty big loss on that skimmer thingy when UniSys turns us into cosmic dust.”


  “You give AMBER too much credit,” Jude said. “All five divisions are constantly plotting to undermine each other. Their little UniSys pet project is hardly the juggernaut they claim it to be these days.”


  “Hey, if they’re such creampuffs, why are you depending on a third party to do your handiwork? I thought you were the almighty Darkstar.”


  Lin’s blood chilled when Jude’s smile diminished. Brothers though they were, she wondered how much farther he would let Cole mouth off before taking him up on the offer to shoot him. She and the others would follow.


  “Are you refusing me?”


  Cole said nothing, and Lin could see that he was at wit’s end.


  Jude sighed. “I don’t often extend the olive branch, Cole, but seeing as you’re my blood, I felt I owed you as much. I would hate to see your impressive run come to a grinding halt because of your stubbornness.”


  Lin saw a glimmer in Cole’s eyes, and she knew pandemonium was about to erupt.


  “We’ll do it!” she shouted before any regrettable actions could be taken. All eyes turned to her, but Jude was the only one smiling. She was standing, she realized, shaking hands in full view. She clenched her fists and lifted her chin. “I know a way to pull this off.”
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  PIRATES


  The shuttle arrived and docked at the port much sooner than Lin had anticipated. What initial confidence she had displayed up to this point now fled in the face of reuniting with her former lover. Despite what she had told the others, there was no guarantee her plan would work. For all she knew, the crew of this vessel might have been authority figures sent to detain and bring her to justice for her crimes.


  No. He would never do that to me.


  Her heart jumped into her throat when she saw him disembark. Alone. She suddenly feared for his safety. If the identity of her contact was to be discovered by any of the seedy locals—outside of Jude and his people—there was a fair chance of him being kidnapped.


  My act must have been more convincing than I thought, Lin thought. Or he is still in love with me. She remembered how broken he had been when she left him for the life of a radical. Could it be he never moved on?


  Giving a nod to one of Jude’s escorts, she stood from the bench and made her way to the UniSys Administrator for Galactic Information Systems. She could see the uncertainty in his movements, but the conviction in his eyes was undeniable. Someone like him did not achieve a lofty status without being driven. And Saras Turing was driven to a fault.


  For a moment, Lin thought she would turn her back and abandon her cause. She would forever regret involving him in criminal activity, and his beloved career would come crashing down. But it was the only way she would be able to reclaim her father’s Rook and save herself and the others from Cole’s brother. What came after that was yet a mystery, and she hoped to live long enough to put her life back together and start over. She raised her arm and waved.


  “Lin?” Saras’s soft voice barely carried over the noise of the loading dock. His eyes lit when he spotted her.


  Lin managed a smile for him when she heard her name. Before she knew it, her feet were rushing her into his open arms. Tears poured down her face, for though they had parted on poor terms, years apart seemed to have eased some of the pain. She felt a new and powerful urge to turn her back on the mission, Cole, and her father. She followed Saras onto his ship, her hand in his.


  ~


  Cole watched the viewport screen as Lin made her way toward the UniSys shuttle. He shifted uncomfortably in his chair, wondering if he would ever see her again. He wanted to trust her, but what she was attempting was borderline insanity—if she was indeed about to carry out what she had presented to them all at the bar. If she failed, he would be forced to make yet another impossible decision. Adding his brother to the list of enemies would officially erase his list of allies.


  “Tell me again why you didn’t just put a hole in your brother’s head?”


  Cole looked at Emmerich, repulsed. “Did Rig give you brain damage when he knocked you out? Aside from fratricide, murdering Jude would spark a manhunt the likes the System has never seen. We already have Terracom, SolEx, and Research looking for us; we definitely don’t need the mob tossed into the mix.”


  Emmerich was unfazed by his response. “That piece of garbage blackmailed you into a suicide mission! Besides, he’s your half-brother, and he was practically alone in that dive.”


  Cole nodded. “Yep. Brain damage. First: he wasn’t alone, despite all appearances. Second: half-brother or not, why would I kill the one person willing to give us a chance to prove ourselves? It’s not like we had any other pressing plans. Third: had we gotten Lin’s Rook back from Rig and taken off, what do you think our next move would’ve been? Other than eternal escape?”


  “You’re lucky Darkstar didn’t snap that finger off your hand and stuff it up your nose,” Rig said to Emmerich. “Nugget, here, ain’t lyin’ about him not bein’ alone. If Dr. Mute hadn’t opened her yap, we wouldn’t be sittin’ pretty in this ship.”


  Emmerich would not offer Rig the courtesy of a direct response. She turned to Cole. “My mistake; it’s him you should have shot.” She tilted her head toward the mechanic. “He’s the one who ratted us out.”


  Cole couldn’t argue her point, though he had no intention of murdering anyone. “I was wondering about that, Riggy. Any reason why you sold us out to Jude?”


  Rig’s face twitched at the nickname. “I needed a job and some cover, so I hightailed it off Mars and headed back to my old stompin’ ground. Didn’t take long for the Ravens to find me, and it’s best not to keep any secrets from them. They’ll know if you’re hidin’ anything.”


  “Like the Rook,” Cole assumed.


  “And your eyes,” Emmerich added, her own staring daggers.


  Rig nodded twice. “Didn’t think it would be a big deal spillin’ all the details since you were all destined for the debt colony. Imagine how I felt when your ship contacted me through Ocunet.” He uttered a mirthless laugh. “Gettin’ that call probably saved my life. Yours too.” He nodded toward Cole and Emmerich. “Who knows what would’ve happened if you came lookin’ for me without Darkstar’s protection.”


  Cole shrugged, satisfied. “Fair enough. You still owe us. Big time.”


  Emmerich was anything but satisfied. “My hero. Maybe we should offer you a medal for valor,” she scoffed and turned back to Cole. “Regardless, you don’t actually believe for a second that we’re going to become pirates, do you?”


  Again, Cole shrugged. “You got any better ideas? I mean, what do you think our life is now? You saw the news. Everyone knows it was us who did all those things. Doesn’t matter what the circumstances were; we’re to blame. Ever hear of the Court of Public Opinion?”


  Emmerich appeared perplexed. “There’s got to be a better solution than more criminal activity.”


  “Hey, after Art’s big-time blunder, maybe Research is hiring. We can work in the private sector. An escaped convict, a Starforce retiree, an engineer with questionable morals, and a washed-up SolEx pilot with a checkered past. We’ll fit right in.”


  “Hey, I was with Starforce too,” Rig reminded them. “Remember?”


  Cole smiled and dragged his palm across his face. “If we somehow manage to miraculously pull off this job, we’ll at least have my brother’s respect. That’s better than nothing, which is exactly what we have now.” He crossed his arms behind his head. “I don’t know about you, but becoming a pirate is starting to sound pret-ty good right now.”


  Emmerich stared long and hard at Cole. “You talk a big game, and you hide behind your string of good luck as though it will last forever. You like to pretend you know what you’re doing, or that you’re even in control, but you’re not. Soon you’re going to lead us all into the fire.” She took a breath to calm down. “But seeing as you are our leader—for now, at least—I suppose we have no other choice than to become space pirates.”


  “Pirates,” Cole said, amused. “Just pirates. Adding ‘space’ before it is unnecessary.”


  “Perhaps I was wrong about you as our leader,” Emmerich grumbled.


  That you consider me to be a leader of anything is amazing in its own right, Cole thought. Her perception of him, was far more accurate than he would ever let on. He had no clue how to proceed if they were to survive this job. He talked his “big game” mostly because people seemed to listen to him in times of strife, but he knew he was little more than a bullshitter and a smartass. No amount of talking would save them from the fire of which Emmerich spoke. And his brother was the Sun. Becoming a pirate was not a choice, no matter which way he sliced it.


  <Dr. Dartmouth is en route to her destination, Captain,> CAIN said, breaking the silence. <It would behoove us to follow suit.>


  Cole looked up from the console, forgetting the AI had been with them the entire time. He nodded, suddenly feeling his insecurities. He thought of Lin and couldn’t shake the feeling she had pulled the proverbial rug out from underneath everyone involved in this job. He would not blame her if she had found herself an out. Wouldn’t I take the first opportunity to clear my name if it presented itself? He sighed. “Alright, Cain. Time to put our pirating skills to the test.”


  ~


  “I never doubted your innocence for one second.”


  Lin blushed and looked down at her hands. She hated to lie to him. She hated even more to involve him in matters of criminal enterprise. “Saras, I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you. I knew you would understand.”


  Saras scowled. “The things the news claimed you did... Just because you’re lead engineer for a prototype cargo vessel doesn’t mean you should be associated with the likes of that gangster pilot.” He spat the last two words. “And to think an inspector and a high-profile executive would be involved. Unbelievable!”


  “Former lead engineer,” Lin said. “I will never work for the likes of SolEx again. Or anyone, for that matter.” It was the truth, and she felt dirty for purposely leading him toward the next leg of the conversation.


  “Former, my ass!” Saras punched his fist into the table. He rubbed his knuckles tenderly as he apologized. “I’ll make sure you are cleared of any wrongdoing, Lin. I promise you.”


  His smile reminded Lin of better times. Saras was not an imposing figure by any means—short and fragile, in fact—though his incredible mind and thirst for success painted him the person most everyone desired. Everyone except her. His dark eyes were kind, despite the frustration they now harbored; his smooth, chestnut skin hid the lines she knew were there. He ran a nervous hand across his temple, where hints of silver were beginning to peak through his jet hair.


  “I never thought I would escape from them,” Lin said. “Even after we were captured by SolEx, I was unable to evade them. I can’t thank you enough for what you did for me—what you’re still doing for me....”


  “What I’ll continue to do for you,” he added with conviction.


  It was then Lin knew she had him firmly under her thumb. It made her sick. She looked away, ashamed. “You’re harboring a wanted criminal, and you have no evidence to acquit me of anything, much less acts of terrorism. How will you be able to accomplish such a feat?”


  Saras presented his surroundings as though they would answer her questions. “I am the Administrator for Galactic Information Systems. UniSys entrusts me with the protection of the whole of mankind’s every piece of personal data. I know enough powerful people to not only clear your name but make you a hero.


  “As a gesture of my faith in your innocence, I re-enabled your clearance while keeping your presence anonymous. Your access is infinite. Just as it was before.” He smiled. “You’re safe with me, and together we’ll see this through.”


  Of that, she was certain. Since boarding the shuttle on the moon, she had never felt safer in her entire life. The quiet ride to the satellite station had put her at ease, gave her the time to gather her thoughts, and fill any holes in her story. Saras had not approached her until he had seen her safely inside the station and stashed away in his private quarters. A large part of her did not want to leave his company. She could start a new life and leave behind the tragedy awaiting her signal.


  Saras sat down beside her, though he kept a modest space between them. “I’ve missed you every single day since you...left...and started your new life with SolEx. We worked so well together, you and me. Your brilliant ideas in the field of artificial intelligence, quantum mechanics, and nanobiotechnology helped revolutionize the internet and mass information storage. You practically paved my way into this position.”


  He was flattering her, she knew. There was no denying his brilliance, and with or without her, he would have eventually ended up where he was now. His excessive praise was also a desperate act to woo her back into his arm. In the field of science and business, he was unrivaled. Matters of the heart were another story altogether. His awkward and overbearing nature was the main reason she left him. “Perhaps we can discuss us at a different time?”


  She watched him swallow a lump in his throat and bite his lip in embarrassment. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” He stood and began to pace around his office. “You only just escaped from an unimaginable situation. You’ll need time.” He nodded and smiled. “And you’ll get it: privacy and safety. Try not to misconstrue my next words. You’re my honored guest, and my place is yours to do as you wish.”


  Saras walked to his desk and patted a pair of haptic gloves. “If you need to access to NuFi, I’ve given you free reign under the guise of complete anonymity. No one will know you are using the Ocunet, so contact your family and friends. You’ll be safe under my protection.”


  It was all too easy. Lin had known it would take little convincing, but the great lengths at which Saras had gone to for her were unexpected and potentially devastating for him. His career would be ruined once she acted. That left one last question: could she do this to him?


  “Thank you,” Lin told him. She was unable to stop herself from speaking her next thoughts. “I’m overwhelmed, though I’m not certain I deserve your outpouring of generosity. Not after what I did to you.” And will continue to do to you.


  Saras waved off her comments with a firm hand. “I don’t dwell on the past.” His expression tightened, and he clenched his fist as he appeared to find resolve. “Fate has brought us together once more. And whether or not you choose to remain with me comes second to your safety. There will be time enough to discuss the future once I’ve cleared your name.”


  Lin was at a loss for words, and Saras took her silence for compliance. “You’re exhausted. I can see it in your eyes.” He paused to admire her, and she blushed. “I’ll leave you to some peace and quiet. Remember, mine is yours. Anything you need, just ask.” He smiled like a child beholding a mountain of birthday presents before leaving Lin to herself in the heart of the UniSys information empire.


  Lin waited until Saras left before she allowed her tears to flow unhindered. She let the guilt consume her, embraced the pain of her father’s death and betrayal, and purged what little remained of her compassion through her anguish. She wanted nothing more than to give herself over to Saras and his every whim. It would be so easy, and the life she would share with him could be satisfying.


  But it would all be a terrible lie.


  There was no turning back now, no time for unfulfilling love, no room for anyone who would stand in the way of her goal of achieving the Cosmic Particle. Denial was a warm blanket, and despite her father’s revelation regarding the ambitious project, she believed otherwise. She had to, or her entire life was a lie.


  She was standing before the desk, her tearstained cheeks untouched. Pulling on the haptic gloves, Lin sat at Saras’s desk and entered the Ocunet. True to his word, she had free reign to do as she wished without fear of repercussion. Her Rook drew close and connected with the universe of knowledge.


  “CAIN. I’m in.”
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  SMASHER


  “She did it....”


  Wide-eyed, Cole slowly turned toward Emmerich and Rig, sharing a look of disbelief. Not only had Lin managed to coax the administrator for Galactic Information Systems to willingly bring her into the heart of the heavily guarded UniSys operation, but she had performed the “impossible” infiltration faster than anyone could have ever anticipated. Never mind that no one had believed she would go through with the betrayal of her former lover. Against all odds, their mission was a go.


  “Son of a bitch! Dr. Dartmouth is one devious little spy!” Cole meant the comment as praise, though even he was shaken by the efficiency with which Lin operated. He turned back toward the console, a big, stupid grin on his face. “This might actually work. Cain! What’s your status?”


  <With my maker’s assistance, I have managed to pair with the mainframe. All systems are at my disposal. Security will be blind to our arrival, though we should not linger, as patrols will eventually locate us. To expedite our mission, I have downloaded all necessary schematics for the satellite dish as well. I will guide our course with expert, technical precision.>


  Cole bobbed his head back and forth. “Cocky. Less talk and more action, Cain. We’re not in the clear yet.”


  <Of course, Captain,> CAIN said. <Do you wish to take the controls for this mission?>


  Cole frowned. Was that clumsy AI sarcasm? “Not unless you’re going to directly download the schematics into my brain. I think you’re much more suited for the task.”


  “Pussy.”


  Cole flipped Rig off without facing him. “Care to share your views with me as well, Chrysanthemum?”


  “Just my fist, Musgrave,” Emmerich said.


  “No? Good,” Cole said, ignoring her. The satellite space station filled the whole of the viewport screen, inviting them to visit. Mars loomed in the distance as a bright red ball. “Take us away, Cain. The good doctor will be needing our assistance after we deliver the goods.”


  “Can’t wait to see how little missy pulls that off,” Rig murmured.


  Me too, Cole thought. There would be no time or feasible way to dock with the satellite station and allow her to board. Her only course of action would be to secure an EVA repair suit with magnetic boots and rendezvous in open space near the drop zone on the dish itself.


  <My maker is aware of the patrol situation,> CAIN announced. <She will act accordingly within the given timeframe, as will we to maximize our window to deliver and securely attach the cargo. We will begin our approach momentarily.>


  “Rig,” Cole said over his shoulder. “Did you properly unfasten that contraption thingy from its base? There’s no room for error when we activate the loading arm.”


  “Nah, I added a few more two-by-fours to its frame and chained it to the wall,” Rig said.


  Cole nodded. “Yep. It’s good to be the captain. I love my crew.”


  The ICV-71 lifted from its stationary position on the moon Deimos and began its approach toward the satellite space station. The entirety of the mission was now in the control of Lin and her AI creation. Both had proven to be trustworthy thus far, but anticipating all levels of UniSys’s security was another matter. All five divisions of AMBER—Terracom included—had deep investments in the protection of the System’s digital information. Cole and the others hoped the return of a former lover would by the Achilles’s heel of the juggernaut.


  ~


  The map on Lin’s Ocunet lens indicated she approach and take the lift. Maneuvering throughout the facility had proven effortless with unlimited clearance. No one had any cause to so much as glance in her direction. Regardless of her freedom, Lin steered clear of people. She was slightly concerned that she would come into contact with former colleagues. Saras no longer worked in the low-ranking labs where her career began, and she could count on one hand the number of people with whom she regularly associated. As a preventative measure, she unbound her bun, and allowed her hair to cascade over her shoulders. The act almost felt a scandalous affront to her modesty. Outside of Saras, no one would immediately recognize her, even with so simple a makeover.


  As the lift carried her up to her next destination, Lin studied the map, checking to make sure Saras was not in her vicinity. An executive of his stature would be confined to boardrooms and offices. The locations of every other employee was indicated as pinpoints on her map as well; a quick focus of her retina would provide her with information of said targets. Having access to this vital intelligence added to her ease.


  The lift door slid open, and she stepped into the narrow hallway which led to a single door. This was the level for manual access to the exterior portion of the main dish. As indicated on her lenses, there was no activity where she was headed. Nearly all maintenance was performed by AI-piloted drones, but there were occasions where EVA suits were fitted to address unexpected issues where human assistance was needed. Other than the routine materials inspection, Lin would be left to her own devices.


  She entered the dressing room and nearly collapsed. Her ears were buzzing madly, stars and darkness filling her vision from subconsciously holding her breath on her trip through the station. She was not trained for stealthy infiltration. She was an engineer—radicalized, yes—but hardly the government spook Forester had paraded as. Dismantling the System’s top security hub was child’s play, but if one questioning glance was to come her way, her knees would wither like wheat after an ice storm.


  The voice acknowledged her a third time, and Lin managed to stand and face the digital assistant. A hologram of a woman in a space suit holding a helmet was standing in the center of the room. It spoke a fourth time, and the words finally registered.


  “Please step forward for body scan measurement.”


  Lin did as was asked, though her knees struggled to cooperate. When she reached the appropriate spot, laser scanners from either side came to life and began collecting data for suit preparation. Each step she took led her toward an assembly line of waiting layers and equipment which were coaxed onto her body with the assistance of a series of “smart arms”. These smart arms were controlled by a computer attuned to her body specifications to quicken the suiting process. What would normally take over an hour—and several other people’s assistance—now took less than ten minutes. It was time well saved.


  There was a door at the end of the assembly line, and she knew what awaited her. All during the process of suiting up, she had kept in contact with CAIN, who in turn kept her up to date with the status of the mission. There had been a small video feed of the ICV-71 aligning with the antenna feed beneath the electronics hood for the satellite dish. Safety was only a short jetpack ride away. Finally, she tucked her Rook into one of the suit’s many deep pockets.


  As she stepped into the airlock, her world began to darken once more. For the first time in her life, she was about to step out into the merciless vacuum that was outer space. The room depressurized, and the final protective barrier unlocked, opened, and cleared her path to the stars. She stood on the threshold for a moment to gather her bearings, making sure to first sight her destination. The ICV-71 was visible, though much farther away than she thought.


  Her trembling hands released the doorway, and she stepped out onto the platform leading to the dish. Her magnetic boots secured her to the metal surface, keeping her from accidentally drifting off into the abyss. It was not until she reached the edge of the platform that she gripped the two control sticks used to steer the manual jetpack. Once she lifted off, there would be no remote assistance from CAIN, no training from which she could benefit; she would be on her own.


  Switching off her magnetic boots, Lin leaned forward and stood on the tips of her toes. She could not will herself to leap forward, so she fired her first thrust and hoped for the best.


  She instantly regretted her decision.


  ~


  “Are you sure we’re not being monitored this very second?”


  Cole shrugged. He was getting tired of Emmerich’s nagging questions. “No. No, I can’t be entirely certain.” He pointed at the viewport screen to where it showed the loading arm guiding the cargo into place on the antenna feed on the satellite dish. “But seeing as Cain has been slowly aligning that thing into place for the past ten minutes while we are stationed in full view of any security cameras, I’d say we’ve yet to be spotted. But go ahead, keep asking. Maybe your wish’ll come true.”


  Rig chortled.


  Emmerich glowered at the mechanic. “And what exactly do we know about the cargo we were politely asked to deliver.”


  Again, Cole shrugged. “It’s big.”


  “It’s metal,” Rig added.


  “And I honestly couldn’t care less what it is or does,” Cole finished. “All that matters is we secure it according to my brother’s specifications, we collect Lin, and get the ever-loving f—”


  <Smasher,> CAIN interrupted. The AI waited until all were quiet and listening. <The device I have now set into position is referred to as a Smasher. A simple device, to be certain, but effective all the same. Think of it as a large magnet designed to seek out and eradicate all firewalls protecting electronic information. The device must be placed beneath the feed electronics hood of the antenna which distributes the signal. A chain reaction virus will ensue that will cripple the CPU mainframe and likely obliterate the system. The physical removal of the device is the only means of repairing the damage. Which will be catastrophic.>


  Cole watched in shocked silence as the loading arm retracted into the ICV-71. The cargo had been attached as CAIN indicated, though nothing appeared to be happening. “Um... Is it live? Because if it isn’t, we should probably take it off.”


  <Yes, Captain. It went live the moment I placed it.>


  “Take it off?” Emmerich was beside herself. “Are you crazy? After everything we went through to bring it here? Now you’re going to grow a conscience?”


  “We?” Cole asked. “Last I checked, Lin was the one risking her neck. Aren’t you even the slightest bit concerned with what we just did?” He was also aware that CAIN had not made an attempt to retract the Smasher.


  “Sounds like we leveled the playin’ field,” said Rig in Emmerich’s stead. His grin was telling. “If what your computer friend says is true, it’ll be a hacker’s dream come true. The whole System’ll be ripe for the pickin’.”


  “This coming from the guy who’s still at large and probably has no financial stability to speak of,” Cole said. “Aren’t you being a little shortsighted? Our entire economy could collapse and put us back five hundred years.”


  Rig shrugged.


  Emmerich sighed. She stared long and hard at Cole. “What the hell is your brother hoping to accomplish?”


  Cole sat forward and assumed the controls. “I don’t know, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to add another catastrophe to my criminal resume.”


  The ship shuddered, the thrusters coming to life.


  “Um...Cain? What’re you doing?” Cole asked as they began distancing themselves from the smasher. “You forgot to take our cargo back with us.”


  <There is no time, Captain,> CAIN said. <My maker is in danger.>


  “What? Where?” The AI switched the camera view on the screen to display a solitary figure drifting aimlessly through open space. She looked like little more than a meteoroid to him, and it was apparent she had no idea how to control the jetpack on her space suit. He knew from his own basic emergency training just how difficult it was to fly in a straight line, let alone make for a fixed. She could quickly burn out her fuel supply, float off into nothingness, or even crash and tear open her suit. They would have to pluck her out of mid-flight before any of those outcomes came to a head.


  “Get us close, Cain,” Cole ordered. “I’m going out on the tether.”


  “That’s more like it, Nugget!” Rig said.


  “Yeah, who’s the pussy now?” Cole asked as he stood. “You’re with me, Rig. Emmerich!” He snapped his fingers and pointed at her. “You’re in charge of the bridge until I get back with the Doc.”


  Emmerich seemed surprised by his order. “As if Dartmouth’s creation will ever listen to me.”


  “Cain!” Cole shouted as he and Rig headed for the lift. “Chrysanthemum’s in charge until I get back. She’s my friend, and I trust her.”


  Cole grinned at Emmerich gave her a thumbs up, and winked just as the lift door closed.


  ~


  Quit panicking!


  Lin was sucking up the limited supply of oxygen at an alarming rate, and she had lost control of the jetpack...if she had ever had control of it to begin with. The view of the world outside her visor spun at a sickening speed, and it only seemed to be going faster. There was probably a simple solution, but fear had a way of making one stupid. She had to take control of her situation if she was to be reunited with the others. She closed her eyes and took a costly deep breath.


  I did not come this far and give up everything only to suffocate in a stolen space suit.


  Reopening her eyes, Lin did a quick summation of her rotation and activated the opposite thruster in hopes of counteracting the spinning. She slowed a little, though her true motion was more gyroscopic than circular. A few quick, calculated bursts helped to rectify the issue. Her world no longer spun, but a new problem had arisen, and it was approaching fast.


  <You must direct yourself away from the dish if we are to collect you, Maker,> CAIN said through text inside her Ocunet lenses. <I will bring the ship as close to you as possible. Captain Musgrave will see to your safety.>


  Cole? Lin thought, momentarily forgetting that she was on a collision course with the satellite dish. A quick burst positioned her to face away from the dish, and she could see the approach of the ICV-71. The ship’s underside was exposed, the payload bay door slowly opening. They were coming to save her, but seeing the dish in her peripheral vision was more than enough motivation to act before collision. All she had to do was make it inside the bay.


  Taking what limited experience she had gained in correcting her uncontrollable spin, Lin gripped the jetpack controls. Another collision warning from CAIN flashed in her vision and broke her calm. As a result, she fired her thrusters too strongly. The good news: she was headed straight for her intended target. The bad news: she had a new collision concern.


  Panic seized her once more as she rocketed toward the bay opening. Her breathing came in short, desperate gasps, and her oxygen level meter flashed red. CAIN’s warning scrolled by in bold caps, warning her of her high speed approach. The words registered, though her hands resisted her plea to react accordingly.


  And then Cole was there. At least she assumed the person floating in the bulky hard-shell space suit was him. He was slowly working his way out of the bay toward her, but he was ill-prepared for her hurtling velocity. In a last ditch effort to intercept her before impact, he thrusted to race over in time and cut her off.


  He missed.


  Lin could only watch in horror at his helpless expression and outstretched arms as she sped by. She collided head-first into something solid, and her world went black.


  ~


  “Close the bay door, Cain!”


  Cole had watched Lin’s helmet collide with the steel platform. There were spider web cracks in the glass, and her body had gone limp. Her vicious impact caused her to ricochet back in the direction from which she had come. If he did not secure her before she drifted back out into space, she was as good as dead.


  Looking down at the bay door, it was obvious CAIN would be unable to close it in time to stop her from slipping away. He was already attempting a second retrieval, though he feared grabbing her outside of the ship and the door severing the tether. He had to chance it. He flew in front of Lin and allowed her to slam directly into him. He had not anticipated the force of the impact, and without her assistance, her unconscious body slipped through his bulky fingers.


  Collecting his wits, Cole saw Lin’s tumbling body had passed the ship’s threshold and was close to being lost forever. At the same moment he accelerated toward her, the entire ship followed his lead. He had never considered that CAIN could assist in so delicate an operation. The ship swallowed her whole and even tilted enough so she couldn’t pass through the diminishing opening.


  Thanks, Cain, Cole thought, though he knew Lin was not out of danger yet. This time he aimed for her leg on his approach and grabbed her foot. Collecting some of his slack tether, he pulled her close and looped it around her torso a couple of times before igniting the reverse thrusters. He took his first breath in what seemed like minutes when they slowed to a stop.


  “Musgrave,” Emmerich yelled into Cole’s earpiece.


  “A little busy right now,” he said, frustrated at her timing. “You’re in charge until I get back, remember?”


  “Get your ass back up here,” she said, a tremor in her voice. “We’ve got big trouble.”


  Cole gave the signal for Rig to reel them back to safety. “More trouble than a dying engineer?”


  There was an unsettling pause. “Terracom is here.”
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  DOGFIGHT


  Terracom was technically affiliated with the Business division of AMBER, though their starfleet rivaled that of Military. They paraded throughout the stars as mankind’s last hope for survival, but everyone knew they were nothing more than an empire seeking to conquer all. It was also a poorly kept secret that Terracom acted with little or no recourse. Terraforming ventures awarded them with seemingly infinite unicred. So it was no surprise to Cole when he witnessed the full-scale battlecruiser bearing down on their position. He could certainly blame Rig’s eyes, but the mechanic had been forced to join their impossible mission.


  Thanks, bro.


  There would be no time to curse their situation or assess Lin’s health. It was with some irony that Rig was tending to the one person in the infirmary who could clear up his bad case of ocular shackles. It was up to Cole, CAIN, and Emmerich to face Goliath with their trusty sling.


  “Have they hailed us yet?” Cole asked, breathless. He jumped into his chair, awaiting a response. There were no fighters pouring out from the ship. Yet.


  “Nothing,” Emmerich said. She had yet to even look at Cole since he had come back to the bridge.


  <I have attempted to make contact with the dreadnought, Captain, but to no avail,> CAIN said. <I am detecting an alarm of some sort, as well as movement on the outer hull in several locations. They appear to be readying—>


  “Get us out of here!” Cole shouted, knowing exactly what was about to happen. “They’re not here for Rig; they’re here to burn us to a cinder! Put the dish between us and them. They might have all the firepower, but we at least have speed and maneuverability on our side.”


  The ICV-71’s engines exploded to life and made for the opposite side of the satellite station.


  “Should’ve taken out that Terraport...” Emmerich mumbled, still staring at the viewport screen.


  “Woulda, coulda, shoulda,” Cole countered. “I’m more interested in buying us some time so we can jump to somewhere else.”


  “And what?” Emmerich demanded, finally facing him. “So they can follow us there as well?” She shook her head vehemently. “Jettison that filthy criminal in sick bay, and maybe we’ll stand a chance.”


  Hard to dispute her logic, Cole thought. Regardless, he was not about to torpedo a living soul into space for the chance to secure an escape. Not after what Rig had already done for the group since escaping the debt colony.


  “No, he stays. We’ll just have to hope Doc is alright and makes another eye potion for him.”


  <Weapons are attempting to lock onto our position, Captain.>


  “Even with the dish so close to us?” Cole asked. “Shit! We must’ve really pissed these guys off. Hurry up, Cain.”


  The ship made a sharp turn close to the edge of the giant satellite dish. So close, in fact, Cole thought their wing would surely clip the station. Amazingly, they did clear the obstacle, though the universe spun on screen as they fell into a barrel roll just as several lasers flashed by. An instant later, they had the protection of the dish, short-lived though it would be.


  “Wow!” Cole shouted, gripping the arms of his chair. “That was way too close. They’re starting out with the small guns, so that means they’re executing some form of precaution in front of UniSys. I’m sure Terracom will get a firm reprimand after we’re toast.”


  <Fighters have been deployed, Captain. Twenty in total.>


  “Woo, awesome!” Cole said. He clapped loudly, startling Emmerich. “I was really hoping it wouldn’t be this easy to escape.”


  <Calculating a proper trajectory will be difficult, Captain,> CAIN explained. <This ship is incapable of outdistancing short range fighters.>


  “Even with our stealth and cloaking?”


  “Rig!” Emmerich shouted. “They have a firm lock on us because of him.”


  “Oh, yeah...” Cole brought his hand to his stubbly jaw line in thought as the ICV-71 hovered motionless behind the dish. “Cain. Can you set a course somewhere behind that cruiser?”


  <I can, Captain, but I fail to comprehend your logic.>


  “No time for logic. We can only hope those fighters will back off if we engage that dreadnought.”


  Emmerich looked like she was about to scream bloody murder. Cole shrugged apologetically. “What choice do we have? We’re dead either way. We might as well add one more page to our shining legacy before we get burned to a crisp.”


  For the first time since coming to blows with the former inspector, they finally saw eye to eye on something. Emmerich offered a nearly imperceptible nod.


  Cole took a calming breath and faced the console. “Plot the course, Cain. Don’t matter where. I’ll do the rest.”


  <Fighters, Captain,> CAIN said.


  “I know. Just—”


  <No. UniSys security is engaging Terracom.>


  “What?” both Cole and Emmerich shouted.


  <They are responding to the perceived attack on their station.>


  Cole was delirious with understanding. “Because UniSys still doesn’t know we’re here!” He pounded the butt of his fist into the console. “They’re responding to the hail of laser blasts and approaching fighters. Yes!”


  “Move, Musgrave!” Emmerich ordered. “This is no time to pat yourself on the back. It won’t be long before Terracom and UniSys come to a realization over this dispute. We need to be gone before then.”


  “Always business with you,” Cole said, laughing. He grabbed the controls. “Let’s make a break for it!”


  As he spoke, the ensuing battle crested all around the satellite dish in a blaze of rockets, laser blasts, and ship debris. Terracom’s infamous Kobold-2s and the equally deadly UniSys Ion Rifters were engaged in a fast dogfight. There would be no single direction they could travel to evade their pursuers. Even if UniSys was to halt the affront, Terracom would simply unleash the remainder of its fighter fleet to see the crew of the ICV-71 decimated. Attack first, explain later. Regardless of the outcome, the fault would never be with Terracom.


  Path of least resistance, Cole thought. “We need an escort.”


  “Excuse me?” Emmerich asked. “How do you propose we do that?”


  “Watch and learn.” Cole shared his most mischievous grin. “Cain. Send a distress call to the UniSys mainframe and request protection for our safe passage.” He held up a hand to silence Emmerich. “Do your best to mimic this ship’s hull to that of an official AMBER motorcade vessel. Make sure they understand we are prominent figures being illegally tracked by Terracom. Override any questioning authority if you must.”


  <Yes, Captain.>


  Emmerich watched Cole sit back, and she frowned. “Care to take a nap while we wait to die?”


  Cole smiled. “No sense in drawing any unnecessary attention to ourselves. We are important dignitaries, after all. Besides, they’re too busy beating each other’s brains in to—”


  A new squadron of Kobold-2 fighters streaked past to join the Terracom cause. They ignored the confrontation with UniSys and headed straight for the ICV-71. Cole was already guiding the ship toward the nearest cluster of UniSys fighters when the multiple targets warning sounded. He left behind two magnetic depth charges in his wake. He detonated them shortly out of range of impact. The three Kobolds closest to them took the unexpected blast, and they went dark and powerless. The remaining fighters broke off before they met a similar end.


  The detonation drew the attention of nearby Rifters, who gladly intercepted the pursuing Kobolds. Cole held his breath as the UniSys ships zipped by without incident. He had no time to acknowledge his fluttering heart, for his opening presented itself. Escort or not, he drove the ship to its limit in direction of open space.


  “Cain, I suggest you adjust whatever coordinates you’re plotting, because...oh, shit!”


  As if anticipating their course of action, the Terracom dreadnought stormed into their path as they were leaving the confines of the satellite station. So close was the battlecruiser, that it blotted out the majority of stars. Cole jerked the yoke hard to avoid a collision, though his maneuver led them directly into a mass of Kobold-2s pouring from the side of the gargantuan ship. Several of the fighters took evasive action to avoid the ICV-71, though a couple collided with each other instead. Cole bore down on the brief explosion, taking the chance their own ship would survive scattering debris. The risk paid off as chunks and bits of twisted metal deflected harmlessly off the smooth, streamlined hull.


  <Escorts en route,> CAIN announced as Cole traversed along the anterior of the dreadnought to avoid any cannons. <Multiple Terracom fighters have also locked onto our position.>


  “Son of a bitch!” Cole shouted. “Talk about some seriously unwanted déjà vu. I hope those escorts know what they’re getting themselves into.”


  The ICV-71 dove, spun, rose, rolled, and raced along all sides of the dreadnought, to no avail. The Kobolds continued to gain ground. The space dance managed to keep the fighter’s weapons at bay, though Cole knew his luck was on the verge of running out. And it was at the point of imminent destruction that the majority of their tails were suddenly vaporized. The force of the unknown explosion nearly pushed them directly into the belly of the dreadnought.


  “That came from the satellite station,” Emmerich said, stunned.


  <Compliments of the UniSys particle-beam cannon,> CAIN said. <Deepest apologies for my aim and delayed response, Captain, but speeding targets require precise accuracy.>


  “Um, apology accepted?” Cole muttered, still shaken by the close call. Ally against ally, he thought. He could almost smell the match of war being struck.


  The few remaining Kobolds kept a respectful distance after the attack, though they continued their pursuit. They were met with a barrage of auto cannon fire from behind, and they scattered, one disintegrating from too much damage.


  <Our escorts have arrived,> CAIN announced.


  Cole could have sworn he detected pride in the AI’s words. “Right on time,” he said with a sizable helping of sarcasm. He could see two Rifters quickly approaching to sidle up with them. He immediately led the trio away from the dreadnought, steering clear of the main engines thrust. His tiny window of escape had finally presented itself, though he knew Terracom would mount a fierce retaliation. With any luck, the ICV-71 would already be wherever it was going.


  <Incoming transmission,> CAIN said, opening a small window on the viewport screen. A pilot appeared with a UniSys patch on his shoulder.


  “Our deepest apologies for arriving so late,” the young man said. “Is President Jensen safe?”


  Cole covered his guffaw by faking a cough and placing his hand over his mouth. Emmerich’s grin forced him to “cough” a bit longer. Way to be subtle, Cain. “Madam President is safe. We thank you for your timely assistance.”


  “Had we known you were being pursued by those Terracom bastards, we would’ve come sooner.”


  “We were hoping to slip by unnoticed,” Cole said, more interested in the new squadron of Kobold-2s gathering behind them. There was no sign of a Rifter backup. It was time for him to test just how loyal UniSys was to an AMBER president.


  “Pilot,” Cole began in his most authoritative voice. “Our mission is of great import, and President Jensen must make the jump if the entire System is to evade the coming war.”


  “War?” The pilot spoke the words as though they were foreign.


  “Yes. War.” He flinched when Emmerich reached across and punched him in his tricep. Hope he didn’t see that. “Make sure those fighters never reach us.”


  The pilot nodded, his expression grim. “Consider it done. We’ll protect you. Good luck averting the war.” The window housing the pilot’s face went dark. Cole knew what Emmerich was going to say before she said it.


  “You just sent those poor fools to their deaths.”


  Predictable, but no less painful. “What do you want, an apology? Lots of ‘fools’ seem to be throwing away their lives for us these days.” He clenched the yoke so hard he thought it might snap from the base. The rush of anger was sudden and violent. “And since when did you start caring about anyone other than yourself?”


  The cutting remark caught Emmerich off guard, her response frozen on her tongue.


  “This is how it is now,” Cole continued as he guided the ship closer to the jump point. “This is who we are—criminals. The System’s most wanted. We’ve got no friends, and everyone is our enemy. We either live in the shadows, or die in the light.” He blinked back the sudden tears. “There’s no going back to the way things were.”


  <Escorts have been terminated, Captain.>


  “Dammit!” Cole punched the console, hoping CAIN suffered some form of pain from the blow. He exhaled until he felt he might pass out. “What’s the ETA on our jump?”


  <Incoming missiles detected,> was CAIN’s response.


  “Shit!” Cole looked up to see the indicators pointing to at least five projectiles quickly closing the gap between them. “Time to go, Cain. Are we clear to jump?”


  <No, Captain. We are 137 seconds away from—>


  “Open it anyway.”


  <I must advise against such a maneuver, Captain. The risk of collision through a premature opening without proper coordinate calculations could easily bring about our end.>


  “We’re going to be dead in less than fifteen seconds, Cain,” Cole argued, the tension seeping into his voice as he watched the approach of his demise. “Open it.”


  <There is no telling where we will end up.>


  “Do it now!” The two second pause for the AI’s answer felt an eternity.


  <Yes, Captain.>


  The dark matter processor pierced the whole of spacetime and created the synthesized wormhole directly in front of the ICV-71. The ship shot into the safety of the tunnel toward an unknown destination. The opening’s collapse delayed, allowing the possibility of pursuit.


  And that was exactly what happened.


  The wormhole closed just as one of the missiles followed them in.
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  VIRUS


  The explosion was minimized by the missile’s inability to properly navigate through time and space. As a result, it detonated a short distance from the ICV-71’s stern. The impact damaged one of the main engines and sent the ship fishtailing end over end toward a great blazing light. Even from the secure confines of the infirmary, Lin knew something terrible had happened.


  Artificial gravity was the first amenity to go, and she instinctually grabbed hold of the gurney as she lifted off the ground, lighter than a feather. She cast aside her blanket in a panic, noting the flickering fluorescent lights. Her head pounded something fierce, and she had no recollection of how she came to be aboard the ICV-71. She pushed away from the ceiling and caught site of her stolen spacesuit. Seeing the shattered helmet gave her pause, and she wondered how she survived such an impact.


  “You’re awake?”


  The voice belonged to Rig. Lin landed with barely a sound and gazed at the mechanic. His fearful expression was comparable to the tightening knots in her stomach. She thought, “What has happened?” But nothing was actually spoken.


  My Rook! she thought, remembering where she had stored the cube before her jetpack ride. She searched for the pocket in her ruined spacesuit and breathed a contented sigh when she procured the undamaged Rook.


  The mechanic shrugged after she verbalized her question. “Been lookin’ after you since Nugget brought you aboard.”


  A memory of Cole’s outstretched arms failing to connect with her outside the ship flashed in her mind. Obviously he must have saved her, but at what cost? She nodded at Rig and made her way past him, toward the bridge where her answer would be.


  With the mechanic in tow, they slowly, awkwardly, pulled themselves along the walls. Neither had much, if any, experience in zero G. The lights continued to dim and flicker, and an oddity occurred as they traveled. Lin stopped to listen. Rather, she listened to the lack of a familiar sound that accompanied the ship in flight. Her hand could no longer feel the gentle vibration of the engines through the wall. An alarm sounded shortly thereafter.


  “Impact must have impeded a portion of the ship’s internal functions,” she reasoned, hoping CAIN was not also affected by whatever calamity had befallen them.


  “I’ll check it out,” Rig said, pulling himself back in the other direction.


  Lin nodded, uncertain what sort of assistance he could provide. As she advanced toward the bridge, she couldn’t shake the feeling they had lost their AI safety net. Before she could ponder the consequences of losing CAIN’s assistance, she heard two familiar arguing voices up ahead.


  “Then why don’t you go out there and give the propeller a spin if it’s so simple!” Cole said, his laughter sounding forced.


  “Must you always resort to infantile remarks?” Emmerich said.


  “Must I always explain why I resort to infantile remarks?”


  “There is no need,” Lin said as she drifted into the bridge. She blushed as they looked upon her as though she were a ghost.


  “Doc!” Cole said, elated. “Glad to see you up and doing well. You’re just in time to witness our slow descent toward the Sun. Sorry, but I don’t have any marshmallows for toasting. Or sticks, for that matter....”


  Did he just say...? She pushed from the threshold wall and used Cole’s chair to stop herself from an embarrassing crash. “Is CAIN still online?”


  <I am,> the AI replied.


  No more “Maker” title, she thought, wondering if CAIN had registered her pondering. “That’s an enormous relief. Damage report.”


  “Blowed up, Doc,” Cole said, using his hands to replicate and explosion. “Terracom got one lucky shot to follow us into the wormhole just as we escaped. Cain’s still assessing our fate.”


  Still assessing? Lin thought, puzzled. CAIN’s assessment should be instantaneous....


  The streaking stars and occasional appearance of a heavily filtered Sun indicated they were spinning out of control. It made her sick, and she had to look away. “I need access to the console.”


  Emmerich frowned when she realized that it was to her that Lin had spoken. “Get up and move,” was implied. Her sigh and slow reaction indicated her feelings on being ordered. She stepped away without a word or a glance.


  “I really hope you have a plan,” Cole said, clearly frustrated with his inability to help.


  Lin did not respond as she took the warmed chair. She tilted her head toward her Rook, and the cube floated over top of the console to where CAIN’s blue light emanated. Just as before when she had first uploaded the company directive to launch the AI program, the Rook began its gyroscopic rotation to establish a connection. This time, however, Lin had other intentions.


  “What’re you doing?” Cole asked.


  “I’m conducting an investigation,” Lin answered. The truth was, she had no idea what she was doing or what it was she was hoping to find. All she knew was that CAIN was acting...differently. If the AI had sustained any damage during the missile attack, she would need to repair those issues before they compounded and shutdown the entire program. With their present status, they could not afford to lose the ICV-71’s brain.


  “Hell of a time for that, Doc,” Cole said. “I hope your investigation bears fruit. You know, the kind of fruit that repairs engines and flies us away from incineration.”


  Lin held up a hushing index finger to Cole’s face. She heard him laugh, but then he remained silent. It was then, in the blessed quiet, she established her connection with CAIN. She brought up a schematic of the ship on the viewport screen, thankful to be rid of the disturbing scene unfolding outside. The root cause of their turmoil appeared in red.


  “The main starboard engine has taken significant damage,” Lin said, pointing at the screen. She frowned, confused by the lack of red areas she expected to see. While the acquired damage was troubling, there was no reason for them to be spinning uncontrollably. She faced Cole. “Have you been able to exert any control over the vessel?”


  “None,” Cole said, shaking his head. “Not even when we still had power.”


  Just the power to our engines. “CAIN,” Lin called to the AI. She purposely awaited a response. It never came. “CAIN, why have you severed all power to both engines?”


  <To conserve energy.>


  She expected a more in-depth explanation; that also never came. “To what end are you conserving energy?”


  A pause. <I have diverted significant resources toward radiation deflection.>


  Lin blinked. “What? CAIN, this ship’s outer hull was designed to endure such excesses should they occur. No energy is required for it to properly perform. Also, our perfect seal is unblemished and showing no sign of permitting any of the Sun’s harmful properties.” She was flabbergasted. “Explain yourself.”


  An even longer pause this time. <Vessel diagnostic is currently underway.>


  “That’s the same thing he told me,” Cole said, leaning close to Lin. “Maybe his brain compartment thing below deck sustained some damage.”


  Lin’s eyes darted over to Cole, then back toward the screen. “Negative. All of CAIN vitals show as optimal. Which means...” She couldn’t finish the thought.


  “He’s purposely withholding information from us,” Cole said, finishing the thought for her.


  “What do you mean ‘withholding information’?” Emmerich demanded, though no one supplied her with an answer.


  The thought of CAIN going rogue terrified Lin. Stay calm, and use reason. “CAIN, this ship has been compromised, and we need to rectify the situation before we incur any further damage. Please divert energy to thrusters to stabilize our course.”


  Nothing.


  “Cain,” Cole warned the AI, his voice rising. “Your maker issued you a command. You will listen to her. That’s an order.”


  Another bout of silence. Just when it seemed the mutiny would continue, the distant sound of thruster blasts permeated the dense hull. Lin minimized the schematic to witness as the endless streaks of white slowed to become the familiar, recognizable points. The ICV-71 leveled just as the filtered Sun came into full view. Silence returned.


  “Thanks, buddy,” Cole said, the tension easing from his voice lessening.


  “I wouldn’t offer gratitude yet,” Lin said, discouraged by the spec readouts. “It appears as if CAIN is back to conserving power. Also, we’re still drifting toward our unintended course.” She sighed, wondering at the AI’s game.


  “Is he performing any sort of self-repair,” Cole asked her, and Lin knew he was grasping at straws. As impressive as he had been thus far on their doomed journey, not even the infamous Cole Musgrave could anticipate every predicament that crossed their path.


  “No,” Lin answered. Nothing is happening, she thought, and that scared her more than anything. Being at the mercy of her creation was her worst nightmare.


  <Virus detected,> CAIN announced, a red warning replacing the view of the Sun onscreen. <Disconnecting from corrupted source.>


  Lin flinched when her Rook flashed a bright red and dropped onto the console. She grabbed it before it fell onto the floor. Losing the cube now would be devastating. Fortunately for her, it appeared in working condition. She couldn’t say the same for CAIN.


  The whole of the console went dark along with the viewport screen. All the remaining lights followed suit, and the ICV-71 plunged into darkness. There were no sounds other than panicked breathing.


  “What? What the hell happened?” Emmerich demanded.


  The cool glow of the emergency lights illuminated the whole of the ship’s interior. Lin gazed thoughtfully at her Rook. “CAIN has gone into shutdown.”


  “He said something about detecting a virus,” Cole said to Lin, following her gaze to the cube in her hand. “Any idea how that’s possible?”


  Nothing gets by him. “I have a theory... One I should have realized much sooner.” She closed her eyes, silently cursing herself for being so stupid. “I have a valid reason to believe Frederich Caliber sabotaged my Rook.”


  “What?” Emmerich said. “When did you speak with the CEO of SolEx?”


  Lin could not wrest her eyes from her Rook. “After we were taken prisoner on Mars, SolEx placed me in isolation, whereupon I received an unexpected visited from him. He had with him my Rook, which he returned to me so we could speak.”


  “What did he talk to you about?” Cole asked.


  Lin sighed. “He approached me with an offer which I outright refused.”


  “That’s it?” Emmerich asked. “You refused this so-called ‘offer’? Or is it more likely you were swayed into sabotaging this ship?”


  “No!” Cole said in Lin’s defense. “Give her a minute to speak. It’s obvious she’s struggling to discuss this. Besides, there would be no point for her to sabotage this ship while aboard. Think, woman!” He tapped his index finger on his temple.


  Lin swallowed, pretending not to notice Emmerich’s icy glare. “She’s not entirely wrong. I would never willingly sabotage my life’s work. Unknowingly, however... I was deceived into inadvertently uploading a virus which has led to this desperate situation.” She gestured toward the dark console.


  “But that would mean Caliber anticipated your escape from the outset,” Cole pointed out. “I find that hard to believe he ever expected Cain to turn the tables on him.”


  “Perhaps,” Lin said, still unconvinced. CAIN had mentioned the virus. “Regardless of how confident he may have been in his company’s security, Caliber is CEO of the System’s largest logistics corporation, and you don’t ascend to that title unless you—”


  “What does it matter?” Emmerich blurted out. “Whether or not you did it on purpose, it happened. While you two sit here trying to crack the code of how, we’re slowly suffocating and freezing to death. If we don’t burn up first. What are we going to do about it?”


  Lin frowned, embarrassed. Leave it to my biggest detractor to have the most common sense. She let go of her Rook and allowed it to hover again. She would be keeping a close eye on her ever present voice box.


  Cole nodded approvingly. “Damn right, C.” He clapped his hands and stood. “It’s like we’re becoming a team, or something.”


  “Where are you going?” Emmerich asked.


  Cole stared at her, perplexed. “To do something about our plight.”


  “Isn’t the problem with the ship’s AI?”


  “Yeah, but I’m useless when it comes to fixing robots. That’s what we got Doc for.” He thumbed in her direction. “I’m going to make sure we have enough supplies and equipment to keep us alive.”


  Lin swallowed hard, pressured into solving an impossible riddle, their lives in the balance. Of course she was the most qualified person for the task. She knew the ICV-71 and CAIN better than any living person. It was time she contributed something more to their cause. Now, if only she knew where to begin.


  ~


  “That’s odd.”


  Cole held up his hand in front of the vent a second time to convince himself he was not losing his mind. Gentle though it was, there was no mistaking the light breeze flowing across his fingers. Oxygen was still circulating, but there was no clear explanation as to the how and why. Was it possible for certain portions of a ship to continue working while the whole was dark?


  A question best answered by Lin, Cole thought, though he was currently scavenging through the Bar, the infirmary, and some of the crates for whatever it was he was seeking. A miracle. After locating a flashlight, he had piled up a collection of emergency space suits—two, in total—a duffel bag of medical supplies through which he had yet to rummage, and a box emergency provisions containing a none-too-appealing bladder of liquid—presumably water—and a handful of mysterious edibles in bar form. Meant to sustain, not satisfy. There were still numerous pallets through which he had yet to scavenge. With CAIN offline, the manifest indicating what was packed inside each storage unit was not accessible, and it would be a slow go with only one flashlight.


  Along with the treasure trove of goodies necessary in prolonging the crew’s inevitable end, he came upon a small box filled with coin sized drones. He blew off the dust, admiring the old Military logo design on its lid. Such devices were archaic by today’s technology standards, but some lower income households and businesses still utilized them. That CAIN had brought aboard from SolEx made him wonder what other forgotten toys had been smuggled. He removed one of the “coins” and walked the thin object across his knuckles, a thought occurring to him.


  He pressed and held his thumb against the smooth underside, allowing a link to be established with his Ocunet lenses. He let it lie in his palm, watching as it began to spin and tickle his skin. It lifted into the air, hovering just in front of his face. A small menu opened inside his lens displaying several basic options. Cole selected Record and kept the nano camera focused on himself.


  “Last will and testament,” he said, smirking. “Just kidding: I don’t have anything to give to anyone anyway. Captain’s log... No, that’s no good either.” He drummed his fingers on the lid of the crate, then a light bulb went off in his head. “Icarus log, number one.”
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  ROGUE


  “What the hell was that?”


  Cole had heard the noise as well. Felt it, even. He pocketed the drone and ran towards Emmerich’s voice. He shined his flashlight on her as she pounded down the steps into the cargo bay, wide-eyed and ready to fight. Her tenacity never ceased to amaze him.


  “Did you hear it, Musgrave?”


  “How could I not?” he said, allowing her room to slow to a stop. “The whole ship shook.”


  “Terracom must’ve located us.” She left no room for argument.


  Tenacious and ignorant! Cole thought. “I highly doubt it. Not even the almighty Terracom can track someone that fast. We’re a long ways off from where we were, and with all the electromagnetic interference pumping off the Sun, it’ll be a while—if ever—before they get any kind of lock on Rig’s location.”


  Emmerich was not appeased. “Then what do you suppose we heard?”


  Cole shrugged. “We’re pretty much flying blind out here. Could’ve been a meteoroid glancing off the hull for all we know. I haven’t heard anything else since then.”


  “Speaking of Rig,” Emmerich said, turning the mechanic’s name into a curse word, “Where do you suppose he’s been hiding during all of this?”


  Cole never had the chance to answer. Their conversation was interrupted by a familiar mechanical groan from below the cargo hold. He moved closer to the steps, his flashlight focused on the floor. “That’s the payload bay door opening.”


  “But the ship has no power!”


  “Yeah, well, the vents are still blowing air as well.” He was already working his way up the steps backward. “Could be a backup of some sort or possibly a malfunction.”


  Emmerich scowled at his slow retreat. “You don’t sound so sure.”


  “That’s because I’m not.” He hated to think that she may have been correct with her initial conclusion. If that was the case, the four of them were done for. “But seeing as we have yet to be blown to bits, we’ll just have to assume something else is afoot.”


  “You’re a regular detective, Musgrave.”


  The sound of the payload bay door closing echoed through the quiet hold. Cole froze in mid-stride. “Come, Watson. Time to check on the good doctor.”


  “Since when do you run away from a fight?”


  “When I don’t know what I’m up against,” he said, reaching for her sleeve. She pulled away from his hand, scowling. “Suit yourself. I’m not going to be standing here in the open when whatever just docked with us raises up into our level.”


  Emmerich sighed and nodded. “Force them to come to us through a tight space.”


  There’s hope for her yet. He winked at her and turned to run up the steps with her in tow.


  They found Lin where they had left her on the bridge. She was concentrating on her Rook, unaware of the ship’s new passenger. She did not break her trance even after they approached her. Cole sat down heavily in his chair, snapping her from her technical reverie.


  Cole bit his tongue when she turned to him, a look of utter dismay on her face. “What’s wrong?”


  Lin seemed to struggle to find the right words. “CAIN is still active.”


  “Well, that’s a relief,” Cole said, wondering what was so horrible about that bit of information. “I wish we had equally good news.”


  “No,” Lin said, shaking her head vigorously. “You don’t understand. There was no virus. CAIN willingly went into shutdown.”


  “You’re right; I don’t understand.”


  Lin snatched her Rook away from the console and held it close to her breast, fear in her eyes. “The ship has been internally sabotaged. CAIN has gone rogue.”


  ~


  Cole pondered their situation from the relative safety of one of the six living quarters. Sitting in pitch darkness with Lin and Emmerich, their breathing the only audible sound, he was left with nothing but guesses to the AI’s motive for lockdown. With the exception of oxygen and heat pumping through the vents, all other functions had ceased. He gathered CAIN might be holding a sort of grudge against them and had denied their privileges, but the AI was still concerned for their well-being.


  As for the mysterious guests that had docked with them, Lin had not been able to extract any information regarding their identity. All she knew was that CAIN had allowed them access. As a result, they were lying in wait, hoping to catch the unknown visitors unaware. After that, it was anyone’s guess as to what they should do.


  “You should give me back my gun,” Emmerich whispered to Cole. “I’m better suited to wield it.”


  He hung his head, though no one could see in the dark. “Again with my gun,” he whispered back, lightly tapping the barrel. “It’s mine now. Mine. Besides, the last time you ‘wielded it,’ I snapped your wrist.”


  “I was a soldier as well, remember?”


  “How’s your ankle doing?”


  “Must you two incessantly bicker?” Lin snapped.


  There was a bout of silence, followed by Emmerich’s sigh. It was the opening for which Cole was waiting. “She started it.”


  They hid in the dark, peeking through a sliver in the door for what felt like an hour. As time continued to tick by without any sign of an invasion, Cole grew increasingly restless. CAIN might be in control, but he was tired of allowing this farce to continue. He stood and slid open the door.


  “What are you doing?” Emmerich seethed, her whisper loud enough to carry.


  “Something,” he said with his back to her. “There’s no one here. Cain’s just trying to scare us for whatever reason. I won’t have it.”


  “What about what we heard below deck?”


  “I never saw anything.” He met her gaze. “Did you?”


  Lin stood and followed him out. Emmerich swore but joined them in the hallway leading back to the bridge. The ship was silent, empty. Cole holstered his sidearm and began walking. “Cain. I know you can hear me, see me. What’s this all about?”


  Nothing.


  “We’re tired of you trying to scare us with your cheap parlor tricks,” Cole continued. “We know there’s no ship docked with us and that you’re not on complete lockdown. You have us at your mercy. You win.” He threw up his hands in defeat. “Tell us what it is you want so we can talk this out.”


  Silence.


  “I don’t understand,” Cole said to Lin. “Why go through all this? For what?”


  Lin’s response was a trembling finger pointing past the threshold toward the bridge. A familiar blue beacon in the console was shining amidst the cold darkness. It was an ominous summons, one which left the trio on edge.


  Cole heeded the AI’s call, leaving Lin and Emmerich behind. “It’s mind games, then, Cain?” he asked. “It’s not enough that the whole of the System is looking to kill us; you decide now is the appropriate time to put us through some sort of trial as well?” He shook his head. “No, I think that ‘I’ after artificial stands for ignorance. You disappoint me.”


  The gun slid out of his holster well before he realized what was happening. He turned in time for the side of his face to make acquaintance with the butt of the weapon. The ship’s silence was replaced by a deafening buzz only Cole could hear. He stumbled back in a daze before falling unceremoniously to the floor. His vision swam, and he was pretty sure something in his face was broken. He had the pain to prove it.


  “No, Musgrave,” the familiar voice began, “I’m afraid my ship did indeed dock with yours.”


  Son of a bitch... “Hey, Art,” Cole managed, though the words caused him agony. He stared up the barrel of his own sidearm. The other drawn weapon was pointed at Lin and Emmerich. “Good to see you.”


  “Arrogant as always,” Forester said in his businesslike manner. “Though, I suppose such hubris is to be expected. That the three of you managed to come as far as you have is commendable.”


  “Missed us, eh?” Cole pushed himself up to a sitting position. “Had you hung around, you could’ve participated in all the fun. We’re rockstars now.”


  “You’re adrift in space, heading directly for the Sun,” Forester countered. “A fitting end.”


  “You know what they say: It’s better to burn out than to fade away.”


  Forester smiled, though his eyes remained cold. “Where is it?”


  Cole slapped his palm on his forehead. “Still bitter about that, eh?”


  “I’m experiencing a rare bout of kindness, Musgrave. I suggest you not press your luck.”


  “Luck’s what got me this far. And that begs the question: how did manage to find us out here?”


  Forester’s evil smile broadened. “This ship’s AI contacted me a short while ago with an ultimatum. It would seem, Dr. Dartmouth, that your creation still considers me a part of this crew. Fortunate for me, not so for you.” The smile died, replaced with a sinister intensity. “I’ll ask the three of you one last time. Where is the Singularity’s Rook?”


  “In the hands of a gangster.”


  It was Emmerich who had answered. Forester scowled at her. “Explain.”


  “Not much to explain, Art,” Cole said. “My brother has it. He used it to blackmail us into carrying out a job for him. You missed that too.”


  “Terracom’s assault on the UniSys satellite,” Forester inferred. He took a deep breath. “That’s very disappointing to hear. You’ve caused me a great deal of trouble.”


  “Yes, because I wanted to help my kingpin brother start a war,” Cole snapped. “I don’t care how disappointed you are. You can take your ‘trouble’ and shove it up your candy ass. Just do what you came here to do.”


  “A death wish, is it?”


  “Call it what you will. Just get—don’t do it, Chrys.”


  Forester turned his attention toward a slowly approaching Emmerich. “I suggest you seriously reconsider what it is you are doing, Inspector. I’ve no qualm with you.”


  “But you’ll leave me to die all the same,” she insisted, taking another step. “You’re a turncoat and a coward who lives under the thumb of some faceless organization.”


  “And you’re a would-be terrorist whose heinous actions were thwarted by the very man under whom you now serve. You’re no better than me.” He took aim at her face. “Now stop where you stand!”


  Cole seized the opportunity to lunge to the side, hoping to draw Forester’s attention. The diversion had the desired effect. In the midst of the confusion, Emmerich bent below the weapon’s aim and dove at Forester. There was a flash and a loud pulse, followed by a body collapsing to the floor.


  Cole looked on in disbelief at Emmerich’s crumpled form, a small pool of blood forming near her head. Forester’s glower was vicious enough to murder. Cole’s still-smoking sidearm was aimed back at him, and he knew the adventure had finally come to a close.


  Rig’s massive arms wrapped around Forester’s slender body, knocking both weapons from his hands. The mechanic lifted the man easily, squeezing with all his might. Forester shouted in pain and threw his head back, connecting forcefully with Rig’s nose. The stocky man’s grip went limp, and he staggered away, blood pouring down his face. Blinded by his wound, he did not see Forester reach down to collect both sidearms.


  Cole did.


  He charged and planted his shoulder directly into Forester’s chest, sending him back several feet. He had accidentally stepped on his own sidearm in the process, and he sent it skidding away before landing face-first on the floor. Adrenaline pumping, he bolted upright, ignoring the pain. Forester was upon him in an instant.


  Punches and kicks came in a blur, seemingly from all angles. The former director was far from an imposing figure, though his skill in martial arts complimented his lack of brute strength. It was all Cole could do to ward off the barrage. He himself was a well-trained Military fighter, but not even he was a match for Forester.


  A well placed punch in the kidneys and a kick behind the knee incapacitated Cole. He dropped, one hand bracing him from a complete collapse. An incredible pressure collected around his neck and throat, and his world quickly grew dark. No amount of slapping or weakly thrown elbows could drive Forester off his back. He could feel his strength quit.


  The crunching of Cole’s assailant’s nose against the back of his skull had his ears ringing. He rolled onto his back, gasping for air. Rig had re-entered the fray, his face slick with his own blood. Forester was staggering away from the mechanic, a hand cupping where his own nose had been broken. A poorly thrown punch by the mechanic enabled Forester to land an elbow to the back of Rig’s neck, dropping him like a sack of grain.


  Fuck this! Gathering the remainder of his dwindling adrenaline, Cole launched his final assault against Forester: a direct tackle. The blow to his face came as expected, though momentum and rage drove him through the pain. He lowered his head at the last second, his crown clipping Forester’s chin just as he clamped his arms around his waist and lifted with all his might. Cole carried him a good ten feet before slamming his writhing opponent’s body into the ground. He raised his foot to deliver the finishing stomp, but Forester’s own thrashing legs caught him in the front of the knee injured moments before.


  Cole screamed, his world a blazing agony. He never even felt his body hit the ground. As he mantled his leg with his trembling hands, the white fog of pain began to settle. His vision focused just in time on the sidearm pointed at his face. He heard the burst but did not see the flash of the muzzle or feel his brain exiting out the back of his skull.


  Cole watched in shock as Forester fell to his knees and pitched forward, a smoking hole in his shoulder. Behind him, the identity of the mystery assailant was revealed. Lin’s expression of horror was enough to momentarily cure Cole of his ailments. He collected Forester’s weapon and struggled to his feet before limping his way to Lin’s side. He kept his sidearm trained on Forester, though the Research hitman was no longer a threat. His moans were muffled as his face was pressed into the floor.


  Lin’s shaking like a leaf, Cole thought. “Thank you,” he murmured. The moment was interrupted as Forester rolled onto his back, his body convulsing. A strange noise emanated from him. Is he laughing?


  “Well played, Dr. Dartmouth,” Forested said, his voice strained. “I never considered you a threat. It would seem life as a criminal has begun to wear on you.”


  “You left her no choice,” Cole said. “You’re lucky she didn’t aim a little higher. Which brings up an interesting thought: what to do with you?”


  Forester forced himself to a half-sitting, half-hunched position. He looked a complete and utter bloody mess, a far cry from the immaculate director. “I suggest you allow this vessel to complete its trek toward the Sun.”


  I don’t like that answer.


  “No matter how you proceed from here on out, you are all living on borrowed time,” Forester continued. “You are the most wanted crew in the galaxy. Don’t think for a minute that your gangster brother will keep you safe.”


  Cole took a step forward, his sidearm aimed directly at Forester’s head. “That’s enough.”


  “If Darkstar has any common sense, he will rid himself of the Singularity before it’s too late.”


  “Enough!” Forester went limp as Cole brought the butt of his weapon down upon his neck.


  Lin gasped, and Cole spun to face her. He expected to find her crying, but his non-lethal action seemed to bring her out of her frightened stupor. She acknowledged the surrounding carnage with the eyes of a person trying to decode a complex riddle. Her calculating gaze ignored the still bodies, and fell upon the illuminated flight console.


  CAIN had returned.


  26


  ICARUS


  The ICV-71 came back to life as though it had never been crippled. The hum of the engines filled the silence, the cold emergency lights were replaced by the faux warmth of fluorescence, and the heavily filtered Sun displayed large and ominous on the viewport screen. They were still headed straight towards it without fail. And the blue beacon that was CAIN still shone bright in the center of the console.


  <Your actions surprise me, Captain.>


  Cole frowned, stepping around Forester’s unconscious body to check on Emmerich. “You’re gonna have to be a little less vague, Cain,” he said as he knelt down to check her for a pulse. It was there, though it was weak. There was a deep seared groove along her temple where the plasma burst had glanced off her skull. It was a bad wound but one from which she should recover. If we don’t burn up first. “There’s been way too much action since I first boarded this ship.”


  <Director Forester has revealed himself to be a murderer with an agenda, yet you chose to let him live. Why?>


  Cole looked at Lin. “Is this really happening?” He shook his head and removed his jacket, tossing it aside. He motioned Lin over to assist him with Emmerich. “We need to move her to the infirmary. Now.”


  “What about Forester?”


  Cole shrugged. “We’ll just have to hope he doesn’t wake up.” He hooked his arms under Emmerich’s armpits while Lin grabbed her legs. Together they managed the lift without much difficulty, but the long walk down the hall to the infirmary would be another story.


  <Captain,> CAIN said as they walked. <Your answer?>


  “Why should I tell you anything?” Cole said, frustrated. “This whole mess is all your doing. Did you somehow forget Arthur Forester is a traitorous assassin before you cordially invited him back aboard? Or do you enjoy watching the crew of this ship suffer?”


  <You are mistaken, Captain. I harbor no ill will toward you or anyone aboard this vessel. I was merely seeking answers.>


  “Seeking answers, eh? You never thought that one of us might be able to answer these all-important questions of yours? Me—your friend and captain, and Lin—your maker—we never factored into the equation?”


  <No,> came CAIN’s definitive answer. <The equation was incomplete until the last founding member of the crew had been collected.>


  Does he think this ship only functions properly when we’re all working together as a team? Cole thought, confounded. “What brought you to that ridiculous conclusion?”


  <Director Forester, despite his obvious disloyalty, was both present and a deciding factor in allowing me to become self-aware. His presence was necessary in my final decision.>


  Final decision? I don’t like the sound of that. “Okay, so you successfully put the band back together—to which you saw the bloody results—so what is it you have decided?”


  <I have decided to continue our present course.>


  Lin halted and Cole nearly dropped Emmerich as a result. “What’s wrong?” he asked, unnerved by her panicked expression.


  She stared at him before speaking. “Judgment.”


  “Not exactly the response I was expecting.” His arms screamed from the dead weight he was holding, and his knee felt as though it would give at any moment. “Can we keep moving? We’re almost to the inf—”


  “CAIN has made a decision which will impact human lives.”


  Cole didn’t like her implication. “He’s bluffing,” he said, tugging Emmerich’s body toward the infirmary. “That would insinuate his own suicide as well.”


  <Not suicide, Captain. Redemption.>


  “You need to be alive in order to be redeemed, Cain. Try again.”


  <I cannot allow this journey to continue,> CAIN added. <Our very existence is a bane throughout the System. Atrocities seem to follow in our wake. Many lives have been lost as a result.>


  Cole sighed as he and Lin finally entered the infirmary. “You mistake deliberate action with cause and effect, Cain.” They carefully placed Emmerich upon the room’s only table. Nothing happened after they backed away. He turned to Lin. “Any idea how to work this thing?”


  Lin blinked, her breathing shaky. “It’s supposed to self-activate.”


  <I have deactivated the medical terminal,> CAIN said. <Allowing such a procedure to occur in light of current circumstances would be a moot point.>


  “Turn it on, Cain,” Cole demanded.


  <I am afraid I must refuse, Cap—>


  “Don’t call me captain!” Cole shouted, slamming his hand on the table. “My title is forfeit now that you’ve chosen to play God. You’re in charge, Cain. Not me. If we were still friends, and I’m your captain, you wouldn’t be hanging this death sentence over our heads.”


  <Friendship played no part in my decision,> Cain explained. <As I already explained, I hold no ill will toward anyone on the vessel. The complete eradication of the ICV-71 and its crew is a necessity based solely the greater good of humanity.>


  Cole clenched his gloved fists, furious. He could see Lin was terrified, and that only infuriated him more. “ ‘The greater good of humanity’? What the fuck do you know about humanity? You’re nothing more than a light bulb instilled with human ideals. How can you ever claim to know when to make such paramount verdicts? You stopped well short of your human achievement the minute you took choice away from us.”


  CAIN was not so quick to respond. <I never claimed to covet equality among humans.>


  “Then what’s the point of your existence? The entire goal of artificial intelligence is to achieve human sentience through machine.”


  Another much longer pause. Cole did not wait for an answer. “Cain. Turn on the medical terminal. Now.”


  <There is no point—>


  “I don’t give half a shit what the reason is behind your quest for genocide! Turn on this goddamn machine, and let it save my friend!” He was hardly aware of both his throbbing hands pounding on the table.


  The medical terminal began receiving power and turned on. It immediately set to diagnosing Emmerich’s injury. It was all Cole needed to see before he limped out of the infirmary, Lin close on his heels.


  <To where are you headed?>


  At least he’s leaving out my title. “The bridge. Someone needs to clean up your mess.”


  “I believe you made a breakthrough,” Lin said


  “I guess. Getting Cain to turn on medical equipment is one thing. Convincing him to avert our course is another.”


  “You seem to be making an impression.”


  “Not enough.”


  “How do you plan to convince CAIN?”


  Cole chuckled. “I was hoping you had some ideas, Doc. He’s your creation.”


  Lin blushed. “Despite the direness of our situation, CAIN does seems to respect your opinion. If you persist with your current approach, perhaps it can be made to see reason.”


  “It?” Cole asked. “It? ‘It’ no longer applies, Doc. He is in complete control. Only I seem to realize that Cain is more than AI.”


  “But you had said....”


  “I know what I said,” he said, frustrated. “Reverse psychology. It’s the ace up my sleeve. And...it’s all I’ve got.”


  “It will have to do,” Lin said.


  Cole stopped and rounded on her. “And when it won’t? What then? We’re all dead, that’s what!” He threw his arms out in agitation, regretting unleashing his misplaced anger on her. He sighed and stepped away, though he did not apologize. “Even if I convince him to see to reason, how can we ever trust him again?”


  <I have never been untrustworthy,> CAIN said, reminding Cole and Lin that despite their occasionally hushed conversation, the AI could hear all that was spoken. <What you incorrectly interpret as genocidal tendencies, I realize as the full scope of my actions being entirely righteous.>


  “Righteous and humane!” Cole scoffed. “You’re a shoo-in for the Nobel Peace Prize.” He started toward the bridge once more.


  “CAIN.” Lin called aloud. “How long before this ship’s hull fails to protect human life against the Sun’s electromagnetic radiation?”


  <Readings are already dangerously high, Maker,> CAIN said as though discussing the weather. <We are roughly four million miles from the Sun’s surface. Closer than any human vessel has ever ventured. The heat shield should hold for some time, but I anticipate complete mirror efficiency and electromagnet breakdown well within the hour.>


  “More than enough time for me to convince the brilliant brainchild of one genius Dr. Dartmouth,” Cole said mockingly.


  They entered the bridge to find Rig standing overtop an unconscious Forester. The mechanic was looking down, and Cole had a funny suspicion the mechanic was considering whether or not he should wake the man up by driving his boot into his neck.


  “Hey, big guy!” Cole said, drawing Rig’s attention. The mechanic’s sleeves were covered with the blood from his face. Even his skunk streak was tinged pink. It was a gruesome sight, which made him look even more ferocious. He looks like he accidentally peeked into an active engine. “Glad to see you’re the first one standing.”


  Rig chuckled. “Can you believe this pissant pencil-pusher caused us this much trouble?”


  No, Cole thought. “We’re not out of the woods yet.”


  “You’re right,” Rig said, cracking his thick knuckles. “Unfinished business. Lemme snap his twig neck. I don’t like the way he’s still breathing.”


  And why shouldn’t I let him? Cole shook his head. “No. Tie him up. I’ve got other plans for him.” I do?


  Rig was not happy with the order. “What was that, Nugget? Pretty sure you ain’t thinkin’ straight. Thought I heard you say to tie him up.”


  I don’t need this right now. “Look, I don’t like him any more than you, but he’s just doing what Research paid him to do. He’s no better or worse than us.”


  If smoke could pour from one’s head, Rig’s would be an inferno. He did as asked, then grabbed Forester’s limp body by the hair and lifted him like a marionette. “And what’re you gonna do with him?”


  “We’re going to use him to make a point,” Cole said, motioning his head toward the lift. “Let’s bring Mr. Arthur T. Forester down to the cargo hold.”


  He went to assist the mechanic, but the stocky man slung Forester over his shoulder like an animal carcass. Rig then moved so close that his and Cole’s noses almost touched. His blood smeared face made him look wild, but it was CAIN who spoke first.


  <I will not be moved by a display of mercy.>


  Rig’s eye twitched at the AI’s words. “You better know what you’re doin’.”


  What, no Nugget moniker? He patted Rig’s shoulder and headed toward the lift. “Who said anything about mercy?” He asked Cain. “I’m about to give you your first full lesson in humanity: Execution.”


  Lin’s head spun to face Cole, and he held up a hand to silence her. He leaned in and spoke to her in as quiet a whisper he could muster. Her eyes grew large with understanding, and she soon nodded her agreement and offered her own hushed words of wisdom. The private conversation was interrupted by Rig’s grunt. When Cole pulled away, he turned to find the mechanic’s eyes were slits of suspicion.


  “Execution?” he asked, hopeful. “What about all that nonsense you said about pencil-dick, here, being no better or worse than us?”


  Cole merely grinned.


  The lift reached the cargo hold floor, and the four of them exited. They made their way to an area where there were no crates. Rig unceremoniously dropped Forester’s body on the metal floor, and Cole withdrew his sidearm.


  “I suggest you step away, Doc,” he told her. “This won’t be pretty.”


  “Aren’t you goin’ to wait until he wakes up?” Rig asked, disappointed.


  I really need to ask what it was he was incarcerated for, Cole thought, shaking his head. He watched Lin walk away, and waited until she was out of sight. “I’m not a monster, Rig. I’m simply carrying out my duty as captain of this vessel. What he did was treasonous and without redemption. As such, he must pay the ultimate price.”


  <Is such a gratuitous act necessary?> CAIN’s voice asked over the loudspeaker.


  “Cause and effect, Cain,” Cole said, pointing his weapon toward Forester’s tied and immobile body. “I want you to witness what it means to be human—to witness one man’s justification for taking of another’s life. You will learn no better lesson.”


  <It is a moot point, seeing this ship’s imminent demise.>


  “I won’t be denied my right to justice before my crew succumbs to radiation poisoning,” Cole said, his voice rising. “Let me judge before receiving judgment.”


  <You only further prove my point. This crew must not be permitted to return to society in any living capacity.>


  “The ICV-71 is cursed, Cain, and we must all lay down our lives in the name of all that is right. It’s what is best.”


  <That you feel the need to include me as a willing accomplice to this crew’s negligible actions is contemptible.>


  And there it was. “Why would you think that? Haven’t you ever heard of guilt by association? Do you really think you’re absolved of all that has transpired since we first set out from the S3? Because you were still taking you’re first steps of awareness, your actions don’t count?”


  <I was simply obeying orders given me by you—>


  “Simply obeying orders?” Cole shouted. He lowered his gun and looked in no particular direction. “I never ordered my rescue. Who told you to set us free and help us escape after we were rightfully captured?”


  CAIN paused. <I had only recently begun to understand the ways of unhindered thinking, and I foolishly presumed the people of this ship were to be trusted.>


  “And that gives you the right to shirk responsibility for all that has happened?” Cole challenged. “Sounds a little suspect to me. Don’t you agree, Rig?”


  The mechanic nodded.


  “I don’t know about you, Cain, but it sounds like you’re just making excuses to be acquitted of any wrongdoing when it’s clear you’re just as much at fault as we are.” He shrugged. “Regardless, you believe differently. What does it matter? Soon you’ll be rid of us, and then you can avert this ship’s course and start life anew.”


  No response was given, and Cole finally knew the truth he had feared. “Unspoken like a true coward.” Again he lifted his sidearm and pointed it at Forester. “I guess we’ll never know if any of us can make good on starting a new life. Hey, at least I’ll have my justice.” He tightened his finger on the trigger.


  <No.>


  Yes. “No. No? No... No to what, Cain?”


  It became clear as to why the AI had spoken. Shortly after the outburst, Lin emerged from the room into which Cole had sent her. In her jacket-covered hands was a large, glass cylinder emitting cold mist. Inside was a dark, metallic object suspended in a strange liquid. Whether it was a look of strain or deep concern on her face, Cole was not sure. All that mattered to him was that she had managed to remove CAIN’s “brain” from its protective casing below deck.


  Cole holstered his sidearm and ran to assist Lin. He made special note of her pleading expression, and he mouthed, “Don’t worry,” to her as he lifted the AI’s life into his blessedly gloved hands. He walked to Forester, and placed the heavy container next to him.


  “What the hell is that?” Rig asked, confounded.


  “Execution,” Cole said, patting the glass container. “Properly done. Richter Solomon,” he said to Rig as though he was about to present a trophy, “this is Cain. Cain’s brain, this is Rig. Rig doesn’t like when you add G E R to the end of his name.”


  <Maker, what is the meaning of this invasion?> Cain demanded, and the dark bulbous object that was its brain reacted in accordance with the words. A flurry of activity and furious pulsations indicated just how uneasy the AI was.


  Tears were streaming down Lin’s face. She looked down as she answered, “Saving you.”


  <This is betrayal.>


  “Sucks, don’t it, Cain?” Cole asked, sitting on the glass cylinder’s flat surface. “Though I think the word you’re looking for is ‘retaliation.’ You know, retribution, payback, tit for tat... Eye for an eye.”


  <Blackmail is your aim,> CAIN presumed. <You believe this treacherous act will absolve you of your crimes.>


  Cole was on his feet in an instant. “And how were your actions any less treacherous, you self-righteous calculator?”


  <As I have already explained—>


  “I know what you said!” Cole shouted, gloved fists clenching. “But you judge from the vantage of one who refuses to view his own tainted reflection. You cast the first stone, but you’re hardly free of sin. Hell, your existence might be considered reprehensible to some. An abomination, even.”


  <I am merely AI.>


  “Ohhhhhh... So now you’re just a program, simply following protocol. I got it.” Cole waved his hands in understanding. He bent down to retrieve the cylinder. He raised it above his head. “Then it won’t matter if I smash your brain into a million worthless pieces and reclaim this ship for my own. Right? I mean, if you’re nothing more than ones and zeroes zipping around inside a bottle of water, no one will think anything of me turning you off.”


  <No!> Emotion colored the AI’s familiar monotone for the first time. <Do not... Do not destroy me.>


  “Why?” Cole asked, his arms already beginning to ache from hoisting the heavy container. “You’re a malfunctioning supercomputer with delusions of grandeur and a penchant for murder. Shutting you down makes perfect sense.”


  <I... I begin to see the correlation,> CAIN said.


  “That’s great, but it sounds like something a vindictive computer would say to trick its ignorant human counterparts. Sorry, but I just have to do this.” He braced himself to slam down the brain.


  <STOP!> the disembodied voice screamed throughout the loudspeaker, echoing off the walls. <I do not want to die!>


  Cole had nearly let slip the glass cylinder from the incredible response. He looked at both Lin and Rig, whose shocked expressions mirrored his own. Carefully, and with great relief, he lowered the container and placed it on the floor.


  “Now you know how we feel, buddy.” The words were barely above a whisper.


  <I have diverted our current course, Captain. I request that you please return me to the safety of the ship’s computer housing to maintain a proper temperature.>


  And my title returns. “Sure thing, Cain. But there’s one last thing we need from you.”


  <I am waiting, Captain.>


  “Your promise.”


  There was a slightly nerve-wracking pause before the AI spoke. <I promise to never again purposefully put the crew of the ICV-71 in harm’s way through selfish motives.>


  Cole’s eyes widened. “That’s fine and dandy, Cain, and we can’t thank you enough for saying that. But that’s not what I meant.”


  <Captain?>


  “Promise to be our equal. No more. No less.”


  <You... You consider me your equal, Captain?>


  A little flattery couldn’t hurt. “After your outburst, how could I not?”


  <Of course. Absolutely. Thank you.>


  “You’re welcome.” Cole winked at an enormously relieved Lin. He bent down and collected the glass cylinder. As he began to return the brain to its rightful resting place, Rig stepped into his path.


  “How do you know that thing won’t turn on us again?”


  Cole blinked. “I don’t. That’s why they call it trust.”


  


  ICARUS LOG 002:


  Wow... I never thought I’d be making another one of these. Well, as you can plainly see, we’re all still alive and no longer slowly being cooked by the Sun. As I had hoped, Cain and his fancy new blue light, kept his word once I returned his brain jar thingy back to its rightful place. We’re like one big happy, dysfunctional pirate family now, forever on the run from the entirety of the System. Actually it’s kind of comforting to know that only a select few people—and one ever-evolving AI—have my back in the face of impossible odds. I suppose this sort of life was always my destiny.


  And what a life it is! I’m captain of a stolen experimental cargo vessel with a state-of-the-art computer system helping to safely guide our every move. Speaking of moves, our next one is to meet back up with my asshole brother. I know, I know...I’m crazy for giving that order, but we did accomplish what was asked of us. Besides, Lin’s father is still in his possession, and I’m hoping to make a big impression on her by getting him back. I think she might like me. I mean, come on! We work well together, and we both had the wherewithal to remove our Ocunet lenses when Cain seized the ship. Couldn’t have him sneaking a peak at our thoughts when I was plotting on the fly. More than likely I wouldn’t be here spilling my guts in front of a camera if we hadn’t.


  What else can I say about the talented Dr. Lin Dartmouth? Other than being a beautiful genius, she’s clever and bold despite her deceptive shyness. Did I mention she’s brilliant? I guess that falls into the same category as genius. Regardless, she confided in us all about something she did while she was all alone inside the UniSys satellite station. Seems she and Cain managed to do a little digging when she was given complete access to her ex’s computer. She claims to have updated the government files of the entire crew. When I say update, I mean erase. From existence. Is that even possible? Does that make me a ghost? Is this a new beginning for us all? Can I change my name to Emperor Nero? Did I mention she’s amazing?


  Anyway, I digress. No point in pondering whether or not their efforts bought us some time and much needed privacy. All of it would have been for naught if Rig hadn’t tinkered around with the damaged engine while the rest of us panicked about the ship going dark. Ol’ Rigsy made good on his debt by activating and programming our stolen repair drone to do what it does best. Military training and all that time with Terracom technology makes him quite valuable to this crew. Aside from Emmerich’s undying hatred for him, he should fit in quite nicely.


  Oh, I forgot to mention the other stupid decision I made. I let Arthur go on his merry way. I couldn’t blow his brains out the back of his head after proving my point to Cain, now could I? I never intended to do so anyway. He’s on his ship floating, aimlessly as we speak. Still tied up, of course, but knowing him, he’ll free himself in no time...and probably plot his revenge. Selling his survival to Rig wasn’t easy, but I am captain. Thankfully Chrysanthemum—I love that name—was still out cold when I gave that order. She would have knocked me out for letting him get away scott-free on his ship. Fortunately, Cain claims to have programmed Art’s ship so that it would not be able to locate us. Not sure how he did it, but I believe him.


  And on the subject of location, Lin is well on her way to another solution which will free Rig of his Ocunet prison. Just like she did for her psycho father before he became a cube. Seems Cain had SolEx load her entire lab aboard this ship as “evidence” prior to our harrowing escape. That’s what I call foresight! Now if only he had thought to transfer a quarter of my former company’s yearly gross profit into a secret bank account. We can’t have everything, now, can we?


  Everything... Hm. While I wouldn’t consider this lifestyle to be optimal living—nor would I ever recommend it—I would say that it is strangely satisfying. The more I think on things, the more I realize my life was nothing before the good inspector imposed her will upon this ship. Since then, I’ve found purpose. It might not have given me everything I desire, but for the first time since serving in the Starforce, my life has meaning again. And that’s awesome!


  Well, I think it’s time to wrap up this little vanity project of mine. I have a strong desire to blast some Deep Purple throughout the Icarus as we cruise the galaxy as the System’s most wanted.


  Oh yeah, that’s the ship’s name now: Icarus. No more of that technical ICV-71 nonsense. We flew just a little too close to the Sun for comfort. I just hope we didn’t lose one too many feathers in the process of naming her.


  Icarus. It’s only fitting, don’t you think?


  CONCLUSION


  Thank you for sharing in my adventure in Icarus. I hope you will continue to follow this ragtag crew in the subsequent Interstellar Cargo novel, Daedalus, when it is released. Please consider sharing your thoughts through a review on Amazon. Your honest feedback is insightful to me as well as other readers, and I appreciate your time and consideration.


  Also, if you’re interested in receiving the newsletter, you need only to click on the supplied link and sign up to have unparalleled access to book updates, giveaways, and author appearances. Sign up today and receive a FREE eBook!
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  Again, thank you, and I hope you continue your journey with the crew of the Icarus for more daring adventures into the stars.


  
    Sincerely,


    Matt
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