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    It is my birthday and I can’t help but think how odd it is that I will probably die before nightfall. One giant circle. The ancient Earth writer William Shakespeare died on his birthday as well. 
 
    The sunlight came cascading through the only window in the room and broke into fragments when it hit the clear hemlight-steel bars of my cell. The room was large and spacious with an emptiness that reflected the vast snow plains outside my window. The sheer whiteness of the room was enough to induce insanity. The bed, nightstand, my gowns and exercise clothes, were all white. The floor was dark chrome, the only color that broke the monotony. They did this to “purify” our environments. To rob us of any outside stimulation.  
 
    The People’s Republic of America built Icarus Hospital on Helron 5 nearly a century ago. Though it consisted of over six hundred floors and ten thousand staff, it had a surprisingly mundane function: hold prisoners considered too dangerous to be near population centers. The veneer told one it was a hospital for the mentally ill. Thus it was able to project the image that the dominant emotion felt by the staff for the patients was compassion. This was, of course, the farthest thing from the truth. As last count over seven thousand patients had been executed or committed suicide at Icarus. It accepted patients from every quadrant of the galaxy, but to my surprise I was its first female patient ever slated for execution.  
 
    I stood up and stretched my back, enjoying the sensation of the cold metal floor against my bare feet. A gown lay on the floor in a rumpled heap and I folded it and placed it neatly on the bed. When you’re confined in a room most of every day, neatness can mean the difference between insanity and control.  
 
    I stood in front of the windows. Outside there was nothing but ice and snow and sunlight. It made my retinas ache, and if stared at long enough would cause permanent blindness. A single frozen tree stood near the facility. The tree would tower over anyone standing next to it, but by contrast to the building it appeared small and helpless, encased in a block of solid blue ice. A single sign of life frozen in time.  
 
    A loud buzzing blared from the door and it slid open, revealing a large security officer in black metallic armor. His hair was salt and pepper and he had a cherubic face, folds of fat squeezing out of his collar. He glanced around the room, noticing my gown folded on the bed.  
 
    “Put your hands on the wall and spread your legs,” he said.  
 
    I turned and put my hands against the wall. He walked over and pushed my face into the glass. Holding the back of my head with one hand, he grabbed my thighs and aggressively spread my legs apart.  
 
    A low hum echoed in the room as he initiated the silver restraining ring and slapped it around my ankle. The hum turned to vibration running up and down inside my body and ringing in my ears. As the vibrations settled in my stomach, I thought I would vomit, then the ring locked into place.  
 
    Stripping off my gown, he took longer than he needed to put on my black jumpsuit, glaring at my nude body. He eventually turned me toward the door and stood behind me.  
 
    “Clone, begin walking and stay in front of me,” he bellowed. 
 
    “My name,” I said, “is Ava.” 
 
    He leaned close and took out his ferromagnetic glove. The gloves were made of galvanized therisum and would draw in the static electricity of the environment. The electric charge would cause a quicker spin in the electrons of the therisum atoms, resulting in powerful bursts of electromagnetic force. They were used to tame wild animals and were now standard issue on Icarus.  
 
    The guard breathed on my neck and I could smell his stinking breath.  
 
    “Your name, clone, is what I say it is.” He pulled on the fm glove and touched my shoulder. It felt like a thunderbolt shooting through my system. I saw a white flash and felt the pain of an instantaneous migraine. The smell of charred flesh filled my nostrils. I crumbled to the ground and held my head.  
 
    He picked me up by my neck and made me walk in front of him into the corridor. My jumpsuit was made with a titanium mesh that purposely constricted the movements of its user. It was tight around my muscles and I had to strain to move.  
 
    As my vision stabilized, I could see that the floors and ceiling were a smooth black metal but the walls were all windows and sunlight poured in. The corridor was enormous, far larger than I remembered from the time I was admitted. A permasteel desk was at the end of the corridor and a small man with thin wire glasses sat at it perusing a list or chart of some sort. Glasses were no longer required as all children were modified to exclude unwanted traits. This, then, was a man who could not let go of the past, always dangerous, as they would not tolerate threat of change in their surroundings.  
 
    Next to him were the lifts. Their crimson finish stuck out from the glass walls like a splash of blood.   
 
    As we walked down the corridor, the screams of the insane filled the air and I could feel it on my skin like sweat. Many of those here would never leave. Being held in a perpetual state of semi-consciousness, even the desire for freedom itself might leave them. Their insanity would consume them. Medication would brush it back and cause lucid moments, fleeting glimpses into what their lives were like before, but, like the rolling clouds of night, the insanity would slowly return. Watching it return, all they could do was scream.  
 
    Looking through the glass walls of the corridor, I could see the surface of Helron 5. Nothing but layers of blue ice buried under the heavy snow. Today there were no clouds and the sky was clear. This location had been chosen for the hospital because its surface provided as much stimulation as the décor in my room. 
 
    Helron 5 was in the Rebis system and had long been colonized. Its only natural resource was ice, but on desert planets like Camon and Athelial 3 ice was worth more than human life. Only two major cities were on the entire planet, both settled near the largest ice mines, and the hospital was placed in the middle of nowhere, as far out from the cities as was comfortable. But the largest city, Gamni, was not impossibly far. It was named after Lelis Gamni, the first explorer to map the surface of Helron 5.  
 
    The sparkling black metal floor of the corridor was so cold that my bare feet felt a shock with each step. Every so often the indifferent beauty of the white surface through the glass would be broken with the unmistakable door of a patient’s room, and with each one my stomach would churn and my heart would beat faster as I imagined how close I had been to becoming one of them. I’d been slated for termination, and incurable patients had a tendency to disappear at Icarus.  
 
    The guard gave me a hard push when we neared the desk and the small man with glasses looked up at me with unsympathetic eyes.  
 
    He looked at the burn scar that ran across the base of my throat, the mark that every clone received before the age of one.  
 
    “Ah, the clone,” he said.  
 
    “My name is A—” 
 
    I managed to get the first letter out before I felt the guard’s grip on my shoulder and then I was staring up at the black ceiling and convulsing. My blood felt so hot I thought it might have been set on fire. I felt feverish, and sweat poured from me as the guard stood above me and grinned.  
 
    After a time the pain faded into background like an echo and the guard picked me up by my hair and leaned me against the counter.  
 
    “So, clone, what was your name, did you say?” the small man said.  
 
    I looked up slowly. One or two more shocks could stop my heart. “I don’t have a name,” I said softly. The man smiled.  
 
    “Good.” He looked over to the guard. “Take her to Dr. Keynes right away. He requested her some time ago.” 
 
    The guard walked me to the lifts. We stepped on and the intense G-force of the rising elevator made my stomach jump into my throat. The guard pulled me up by my hair and his face was close. He pressed his lips to mine and I stood frozen with my eyes closed.  
 
    The gentle voice of the elevator’s computer told us we had reached the five hundredth and tenth floor and the elevator came to an abrupt stop. The guard removed his lips and threw me out. The floor was gleaming and black, just like the one we had been on. But it was warm and I could feel the heat drifting over my hands and down my arms.  
 
    The guard grabbed my hair and dragged me until I managed to stand up and walk on my own. When we approached the red double-doors at the end of a long hallway, he removed his hand and wiped his lips. He touched the doorknob with his bare hand and held it there. A blue light above the door turned on and the doors opened inward. He shoved me through.  
 
    The office was large with glass walls overlooking a small hill below. The floor was gray carpet and appeared recently cleaned. It was a room made for comfort, with imported wood and antique furniture; the scent of apple blossoms misted through the vents.  
 
    At the opposite end of the office was a cherry wood desk. Wood was rare on Earth, much more so on Helron 5. I assumed this had to be the Executive Administrator of Icarus.  
 
    A leather chair swiveled around and a thin man wearing a black synthfiber business suit sat in it smoking a cigar. The synthfiber gave his clothes an eerie glow. It was meant to draw attention to the wearer of the fiber.  
 
    He was bald and extremely pale with a prominent nose. His face was wrinkled and creased but each fingernail on his hands were well groomed and oiled. I had never seen a powerful man this close but this was exactly how I had imagined one looked.  
 
    “Hello, clone,” he said in an even voice with the hint of an accent I couldn’t quite place.  
 
    “My name,” I said as I braced myself and closed my eyes, “is Ava.” My body shook but no strike came.  
 
    “Yes,” he said, “yes of course. How are you, Ava?” 
 
    “There’s been better times.” 
 
    “Same for all of us I would think.” He took a puff of his cigar. “That jumpsuit is quite striking on your slim physique.” 
 
    “So it would seem,” I said, glancing back at the guard.  
 
    “Yes, so it would.” He put his cigar down on a silver ashtray. “Do you know why you’re here, Ava?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You’re here because you are a fluke. A mutation.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Your entire race was created with the sole purpose of serving humans. And yet, here you are, standing before me as a convicted mass murderer.” He leaned back in his chair and put one leg over the other. “What we want to know is why you exist at all.” 
 
    “I was born. So I exist.” 
 
    “You weren’t born, Ava. You were grown. Like a plant.” 
 
     “I am not a plant.” 
 
    “You are, and in some sense so am I. Our destinies are both shaped by our genes. You can no more deny your brutal, terrorist nature than I can my inquisitive one.” He brushed a piece of loose fiber off his suit. “Your file says you’re a sadist. May I ask why?” 
 
    “I enjoy it.” 
 
    “You enjoy making others suffer?” 
 
    “Not others. Humans.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Do you really have to ask?” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “Any children we have are immediately ripped away from us and … and terminated because they’re not authorized. If we’re unlucky enough to be attractive we’re sold as pleasure clones to whatever monsters have the units to buy us. We’re treated worse than animals because humans think they can just make more of us if our numbers dwindle … and you have the audacity to ask me why I do what I do?” 
 
    “You’re clones damn it!” he yelled as he slammed his fist down on his desk. “You work and you die as we tell you to. You’re a … a damnable creation like a comm-link or a pair of boots. Nothing more.” 
 
    I was silent a moment. “I’m more.” 
 
    “No, you’re a flaw.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and closed his eyes and I got the impression that this was not a man used to losing control of his emotions. When he reopened them I noticed a slight reddish hue to his cheeks. “I apologize for that outburst. Even clones deserve a modicum of civility. Let me ask you, do you know how cloning came about, Ava?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you not interested in the history of your, well, your species?” 
 
    “I’ve looked in the historical archives of earth and found almost nothing. A few early experiments replicating mammals and human organs.” 
 
    “No, it wouldn’t be in there. The Interplanetary Science Federation treats it as a black sheep of the scientific community. Something that everyone knows about and understands, but doesn’t discuss.” 
 
    “So, what is its history?” I asked, genuinely curious.  
 
    “It’s a barbaric stay-over of the twenty-first century. That century was one of the most violent in man’s history. The science it produced is a testament to that. 
 
    “You were bred as soldiers first, Ava. Expendable little machines to run up hills and mountains and be mowed down until the opposition ran out of ammunition. With the unification of the planet’s nations into the People’s Republic of America, soldiers became obsolete. You were turned into maids and prostitutes and mine workers. All the jobs that people no longer wanted to do. You were soon forgotten and taken for granted as a piece of machinery. It took three centuries, but it did happen. Time has a way of eroding everything, even views on morality. People forgot you had souls. That’s why you are so dangerous, Ava. You have the ability to remind every person out there that you may in fact have a soul. It would make your species far less … expendable.” He leaned further back in his chair and put his feet up on the desk. “The twenty-first century was an incredible time in human evolution; too much knowledge and not enough wisdom to use it. We were savages then.” 
 
    “From where I’m standing,” I said, “things haven’t changed much.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows as if shrugging, followed by a slight, almost imperceptible nod. “Do you know why we’re so violent? Have you ever asked yourself this?” 
 
    “Every night.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you why.” He picked his cigar up off the ashtray and took a long pull. “We have traveled through half the known galaxy and haven’t found any life besides our own. Not even fossils of life. No bacteria, no protists, no plants. Humanity is starting to believe we are the only sentient life forms we will ever know. The universe, at least for us, is a cold, lonely place with us as its most magnificent creation.” 
 
    “You’re desperate and lonely so you enslave a people?” 
 
    “You are not people, Ava. You’re property. Livestock.” He looked my body over slowly. “Such a shame. Do you know what they call you? What your official records state? They call you ‘Clone X.’ Has a nice ring to it don’t you think? Clone X.” He smiled and turned his head toward the guard. “Take her to the extermination chambers please.” 
 
    “Gladly,” the guard replied.  
 
    “One more question if I may, Dr. Keynes,” I said.  
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I felt the guard’s presence behind me. “Do you know how I was caught?” I asked.  
 
    “I believe through good, old fashioned, forensics.” 
 
    “That’s what the administrative authorities on Alterra told the newscorps. It’s not the truth.” 
 
    “Oh really? So what is the truth?” 
 
    “The truth is that I turned myself in.” 
 
    “And why would you do that?” he asked.  
 
    “So I could get near you.” 
 
    He looked confused before realization pounded in his mind. His eyes widened. Before he could shout an order, I had turned and thrust my fingers into the guard’s eyes.  
 
    The guard screamed and I grabbed his arm and lifted the ferromagnetic glove to his throat and pressed his hand into his flesh. His vocal cords and throat burst into flames, smoke billowing out of his nose and mouth. He collapsed in a smoking heap of sweat and writhing flesh.  
 
    I leaned down and carefully removed the glove, placing it on my right hand. I felt the power pulsating through the bones and sinews of my hand and up my arm. It was a glorious feeling. 
 
    I turned back toward the doctor and he was stiff except for a slight trembling of the upper lip. He was furiously pounding a security panel underneath the desk. After centuries without war, most men had turned into cowards.  
 
    Grabbing him by his neck, I threw him against the glass wall of his office and pressed against him, my breasts tightly pushed against his chest, our lips nearly touching. I could smell the sweet aroma of cigar smoke on his breath.  
 
    “We become how we’re treated, Doctor.”  
 
    I placed the glove over his head and heard the sizzle of flesh. He screamed and thrashed and began to shake violently. I held him pinned to the wall with my other hand and had to press my entire weight into him to keep him from flying off in another direction. I felt the waves of electromagnetic energy running through my body but I didn’t move. Sweat began to pour out of me from the pain, but I kept the good doctor pinned. 
 
    He grew limp and I released him. His body sunk to the floor, his eyes open in terror, pupils fully dilated. No breathing.  
 
    I pressed the ferromagnetic glove against the glass wall and felt its warmth spreading. The glass began to bend with just the slightest pressure. With a high-pitched scream the glass shattered, leaving a gaping hole.  
 
    I instantly felt the icy burst of frozen wind blowing over me. I sat down at the doctor’s desk a moment and enjoyed its chill on my skin. With any luck, hospital security would think they’re chasing someone crazy enough to jump out of a five-hundred-and-ten-storey-window.  
 
    Fighting the resistance of the titanium mesh uniform had worn me out. I couldn’t make it to the city if I had to wear it. I placed the glove against my silver restraining ring and it snapped in pieces like a toy.  
 
    Although Icarus Hospital was technically part of the city, it had been built ten kilometers outside of it. If I couldn’t get to the city by nightfall, I would die. The night temperatures on Helron 5 dropped to nearly 150° Kelvin, more than one hundred degrees below the freezing point of water.  
 
    Within a standard galactic hour, your blood would begin to freeze and turn into a thick slush in your veins. Your heart would have to work harder and harder to pump and it would eventually cause a heart-attack. If you didn’t die of blood freezing, within two standard galactic hours your body would induce a fever hot enough to make your brain boil in your skull. Many corpses had been found on the surface naked because people had stripped bare due to the intense heat their bodies had produced.  
 
    I stood and stripped off the titanium-mesh jumpsuit and donned the guard’s white thermalsuit that he was wearing underneath the armor. The suit was too long but there was a waistband so at least they would be held in place.  
 
    While I was debating whether or not to take the armor, I heard the unmistakable sound of boots hitting the floor in the corridor. They had responded far quicker than I had expected.  
 
    I dove underneath the doctor’s desk and pulled the glove tighter against my hand. I heard the office door open and the sound of men yelling. I guessed about five or six.  
 
    “Check the doctor,” someone said.  
 
    “No pulse.” 
 
    “Cut off access to the elevators and search this floor from top to bottom. Get a team outside searching the surrounding area in a one kilometer radius.” 
 
    “Yessir.” 
 
    I waited until they had all left. I didn’t hear any breathing or movement. I decided to have a look. Leaning to the side of the desk, I could see one guard stationed at the door. He would be easy enough but how many more were there? 
 
    Easing out from the space beneath the desk, I walked on my toes so as to make less noise. Coming from behind, I placed the glove around the guard’s throat to prevent him from screaming. He jolted and went limp and I pulled his body into the office.  
 
    He was smaller than the guard who had brought me here. His armor might fit. I took it off and placed it on myself. The breastplate was heavy and cumbersome but the leg and arm attachments were loose and easy to maneuver in. I was covered in black metal from the neck down. It was a shame the guards didn’t wear helmets. From up close anyone could spot me as a patient, but from a distance the armor might fool someone who wasn’t paying attention.  
 
    I placed the guard’s metal boots on my feet and walked into the corridor. Six or seven guards were searching the rooms and two guards were stationed at the elevators, another two at the end of the corridor.  
 
    I casually walked toward the elevators pretending to be adjusting my glove which I held in front of my face.  
 
    I was within five meters of the guards when one turned and looked at me and I could see in his eyes he knew who I was. He twisted toward me with his gloved hand and I sprinted at him. He swung with his ferromagnetic glove, but it was sloppy and telegraphed. I ducked low and then grabbed his arm at the elbow and smashed my glove in his face. He flew backward as if hit by a speeding hovercar. The other guard lunged at me and I barely moved out of the range of his glove as it whizzed by my face. He squared off with me and threw a kick low before coming high with the glove. He was better trained and younger than his counterpart.  
 
    Two more kicks and then he was airborne, kicking out at me and landing a blow on my chest. I flew into the elevator doors and he pursued, slamming his gloved hand against my shoulder as I twisted away, my arm burning. 
 
    He cocked his arm back for a killing blow and I cracked his nose with my forehead. His eyes watered and I began a quick succession of blows. Off balance and with blood gushing from his nostrils, he began backing up as he blocked me with his forearms and elbows. He glanced back quickly to ensure the path was clear, and that was all I needed.  
 
    I swept his legs out from under him and as he was in the air my glove caught his stomach, spinning him away from me and into a wall before crashing to the floor. I jumped and landed on him with a wet thud, the glove splitting his skull.  
 
    He had been a good opponent, and I said a quiet prayer for him.   
 
    I pressed the RETRIEVE button on the elevator. I could hear guards running down the corridor. The elevator nearest me was being recalled from the twenty-seventh floor. I quickly pushed the buttons for all six elevators. Then I simply closed my eyes and waited.  
 
    The footsteps grew louder. I could hear shouting and guards talking into their comm-links. I stood frozen, waiting for the buzz of the recalled elevator that would save my life. The footsteps were close. Maybe ten meters.  
 
    I opened my eyes and could see down the corridor. At least thirty guards were at a full sprint towards me. I had killed the Administrator. There wasn’t going to be an arrest or a trial, they would kill me right here. Perhaps rape me first. To them I wasn’t human.  
 
    I heard a soft buzz behind me and jumped without even looking if the doors were open or not. I fell onto the cold surface of an elevator when the doors were still not fully open.  
 
    I climbed to my feet. “Floor one, now!” 
 
    The doors were shutting as I saw a guard’s red and sweating face jump at me from less than a meter away. I thrust my fist into his face and knocked him back enough for the doors to close as the other guards lifted short-range plasma pistols and fired, catching only the metal exterior. 
 
    The elevator moved swiftly and without sound. This may be the last moment I’m alive. I took in a deep breath and thought of some of my better memories: the moment on Paylon when I had decided that I wasn’t going to be a slave any longer. When I had taken my owner’s platinum whip and wrapped it around his throat. The look in his eyes when life had left his flesh like a soft breeze over a sea. The look in the eyes of all the other young girls he’d held captive and the smiles and tears that came to them at the death of their nightmare. My father, a clone himself, and his loving face as he sent me off on an impossible mission to save our race. 
 
    The bombings on Xatera, wiping out an entire management wing of a clone slaver group. The mass poisoning on Baenlor 2 the night of an orgy, when the men had decided they would rape and murder the pleasure clones they had bought the day before.  
 
    But the finest of all moments had just barely occurred. Doctor Keynes had executed more “misbehaving” clones than anyone else in history. His was an evil I couldn’t understand. He wasn’t one of those drunken fools who genuinely believed that clones were inferior. He’d even said that humanity abandoned morality when they’d forgotten that clones had souls. He knew exactly what we were, and yet he massacred us by the tens of thousands anyway.  
 
    Today, I knew that I had led a good life.  
 
    “First floor,” the computer’s soft feminine voice announced. 
 
    I stepped off and saw that hospital security wasn’t monitoring this floor as heavily—only one guard and he was flirting with a front desk employee. I walked briskly to the front exit. With my hand scratching the side of my face, and their mutual attention to each other, they didn’t even notice who I was.  
 
    I was near the doors when a secretary bumped into me, a young girl. She was about to apologize, but then looked me up and down and her eyes went wide. She recognized me.  
 
    “Please don’t kill me,” she whispered. “I’m just an assistant. I’m nobody.” 
 
    I lightly touched her neck which I could’ve snapped in an instant. She could easily alert the guard as soon as I let her go. But I still removed my hand. “Your employment here ends today, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    I slipped past her and walked right outside onto the bright surface of Helron 5.  
 
    The doctor’s office was on the other side of the building and that’s where the largest conglomeration of guards would be. I sprinted in the opposite direction.  
 
    The surface of Helron 5 was more ice than snow. If I hadn’t taken the guard’s boots, my feet would have been cut and bloodied. The reflection of light from Helron’s two suns off the blue and white surface was nearly blinding. I kept my eyes low and my legs moving. I could hear the loud crunch of ice cracking underneath my feet with each step. I listened to my breathing. I kept it as rhythmic as possible.  
 
    I had only one advantage: Helron 5’s relatively low gravity. It made running far less difficult than on Camon or Earth, and it was the only possible way I could run through snow and ice wearing a guard’s armor. It was the one variable the architects of Icarus hadn’t taken into account, a mistake hospital administrators attempted to remedy with tight titanium-mesh jumpsuits. I slipped off the armor, and the running grew slightly easier.  
 
    Soon all I could hear was my breathing. I stopped and turned around to see the hospital. The glare was so strong it was barely visible. Unless they were looking through a pair of ocular enhancers right at me, I was lost to them.  
 
    I held my breath and just enjoyed the silence. It was a type of silence I’d never heard before, the type where your ears would start ringing from lack of any stimulus. Though I knew sound didn’t travel in space, I wondered if I could hear the movement of the planets above.  
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    I exhaled and started running again. I couldn’t be quite sure where I was going. When the hospital disappeared from view, every direction looked the same. My only guidance was Helron 5’s suns. Though distant from the planet, they were burning pinpoints of light in the bright blue sky. They set in the north. The city was to the east. As long as I held a steady course, I had a chance of hitting upon it.  
 
    Within a short time, I felt the tap of icicles hitting my face. Chunks of my hair had frozen. My body temperature was dropping fast. I would be dead soon.  
 
    I hit a particularly deep patch of snow. It came up to my chest and I fought through it, aching step by aching step. In my training, they’d shipped us to an alien planet and placed hundred kilogram packs on our backs with oxygen breathers strapped to our faces, then they made run on the bottom of an alien ocean, telling us the breathers held enough oxygen to get us ten kilometers: five out and five back. In fact, they’d held only enough oxygen for five: two and half out and two and a half back—artificial natural selection at the hands of the trainers. More than a fourth of my squad drowned on the first attempt. But those of us who survived found that day-after-day the runs grew easier, until we actually began to look forward to them.  
 
    I thought of those runs now and tried to imagine that I would enjoy trudging through this snow should I have to do it enough times. But the ocean had been nearly body temperature and only grew uncomfortable after long exertion. The cold here was something I had never experienced.  
 
    My teeth began to chatter and I tightened my jaw muscles to try to get them to stop. The last thing I needed was to accidentally bite off my tongue. I could feel the heaviness of my eyelids and it took enormous effort to open and close them. My tear ducts were certainly frozen by now. I could no longer smell. The mucus in my nose was ice and my nasal hairs were covered in frost.  
 
    A crackling near me was on the outskirts of my hearing, but it grew louder and I thought that perhaps the cold had ruptured my eardrums. Before I could slow to decipher the sound, the ice underneath my feet shattered and I plummeted.  
 
    I slid down blue ice and the world became a blur. My elbows and knees dug into the slick surface to self-arrest my fall and I felt the flesh burn off of them, but I slowed enough that I could dig my fingers into the ice and stop.  
 
    I closed my eyes and centered myself by counting my breaths. I counted to twenty before opening my eyes again. The crevasse was deep but not wide and I found I could put one leg on the ice wall behind me. Silence, and a deep blue glow around me, I began moving up the ice. Glancing downward, there was only the blackness of the unknown. 
 
    I pushed and crawled and climbed until I had reached the edge of the crevasse and climbed out. The snow around me had collapsed into the crevasse and I noticed for the first time that I was standing on a hill. I brushed snow and ice off my body and face. My fingers were bleeding and two of my nails had been ripped away. I tore a piece of cloth from my clothing and wrapped my fingers. I put my hand over my eyes and squinted to look in all directions. In the distance, to the southeast, I could see the unmistakable flight towers of Gamni.  
 
    I ran at a full sprint down the side of the hill. Before long I was at the city’s edge.  
 
    Gamni had no walls; there was nothing to protect themselves from. The biggest danger came from the city’s criminals.  
 
    As with any big city, Gamni had an intense crime problem. Ice mining wasn’t exactly an easy or rewarding profession so many people turned to crime instead. The city’s law enforcement was as brutal as the criminals. Anyone accused of a crime was put on trial the same day and a single magistrate would decide the verdict. Anyone caught in the act of committing a crime was immediately executed.  
 
    I walked into the city. The buildings were a dark brown and gray and the streets were made from a slick black stone commonly found on Helron’s surface. Thin metal nets hovering above the city kept the snow off of its buildings and streets, but projected a shadow that made me uncomfortable.  
 
    The sound of ships coming and going from the spaceport filled the air and I could hear the occasional buzz from the hoverbuses of the public transportation. The sunlight was fading fast and I could see people scurrying to get home. Nobody wanted to be stuck on Gamni’s streets after dark. Even law enforcement wouldn’t go into many sections of the city.  
 
    I walked to the nearest goods trader and traded in my ferromagnetic glove for some Earth units, enough to buy food for the next couple weeks if necessary. I had enough left over for a pair of red thermalrobes. I hadn’t worn anything comfortable since I’d been crammed into Icarus and I had to stand around a while in the robes and simply feel the silky material against my skin.   
 
    I found a nearby grocers outlet and bought hot tea and baked bread. I sat in the little outlet warming myself by a heater near the back and ate. When I had finished, I asked directions to the spaceport and waited outside at the public transport pick-up. A silver hoverbus came by in a matter of minutes.  
 
    The bus landed in front of me and I got on with a few other passengers heading home after work in the city. It lifted off the ground with a loud hiss and whipped forward. I sat quietly in the back.  
 
    No one had asked me any questions. The goods trader didn’t care where I’d gotten my glove, a weapon reserved for government use only. Actually, he seemed like he didn’t want to know. So much sadness and pain filled the city that no one appeared to care what went on around them. As far as they were concerned, it had nothing to do with them.  
 
    The hoverbus came to a sudden stop, hard enough to jolt the passengers. I stepped off and heard the roar of engines blasting off toward the sky.  
 
    The spaceport was the only part of Gamni that was privately owned, and consequently was the nicest part that I had seen so far. It was carpeted with soft white carpet and the walls were smooth chrome. The hustle of a busy spaceport was something I had missed and it made me grin to be back in one.  
 
    I had to move fast: right about now the guards were realizing I wasn’t near the facility and that I had made a break for Gamni. They would expect I had died in the effort, but they wouldn’t take the chance. They would notify the city’s law enforcement and call administrative authorities to post agents at the port.  
 
    Looking at a map by the entrance, I pinpointed the location of the spaceport lounge. I walked quickly, ignoring some rowdy drunkards that began following me and making lewd comments. A transient was begging for food on the floor and I took out half the units I had left and gave them to him.  
 
    The lounge’s entrance was a single padded black door. I entered and shut the door behind me. The lounge was filled with smoke and smelled of opium, resignate and colmb root. Though the stench was repugnant, somewhere between burnt hair and melting plastic, it was nice to be able to smell again.  
 
    The décor was different from the rest of the spaceport. The walls were tan and the floor was a simple black carpet. I stood in front of a glass bar and ordered a hot tea from the server-bot. His little circular frame went to work quickly and used a metallic arm to place the drink before me. The human bartender didn’t even notice me.  
 
    In my periphery, I studied the crowd. Finding passage off Helron wouldn’t be difficult. Most of the pilots and crews here were drunks. A few drinks and a handful of Earth units would be enough to buy me a stowaway passage.  
 
    A fat man wearing a gray canvas pilot’s suit came and sat next to me at the bar. He reeked of liquor and his face was weathered and red.  
 
    “Hi there,” he said, exposing small yellowed teeth.   
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “What’s a pretty little thing like you doin’ here?” 
 
    “I’m looking for passage actually.” 
 
    “Oh really? Well I just happen to have a ship of my own.” 
 
    “Your own?” 
 
    “Well, a cargo ship owned by the People’s Republic. But I’m the pilot.” 
 
    “And what would be the payment for a one-way trip off of Helron?” 
 
    “For you,” he said while running his fingers over a strand of my hair, “all the Earth units you got. And at least one night with me.” 
 
    “Seems a fair price.” 
 
    He laughed quietly. “Oh, it is.” 
 
    “Fine, where should I meet you?” I said.  
 
    “Dock X-12. It’s a gray freighter called the Ulysses. How about you be there tonight, little darlin’?” 
 
    “How about now?” 
 
    “Oh ho. In a hurry, huh? Well maybe I should ask for a little more?” 
 
    “I don’t have anything else.” 
 
    “Sure ya do. A good lookin’ girl like you can fetch a high price with the lonely pilots at the ports. Maybe we rent you out a little bit.” 
 
    “Tell you what, get me off the planet and we’ll talk.” 
 
    He smiled. “Desperate are ya? Fine by me. Be at my ship in one SGH. Don’t be late.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I said playfully.  
 
    He turned and walked off to a group of crewman sitting in the corner. He spoke a while and they began to laugh and throw glances at me.  
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    Finishing my tea in one gulp, I got up to go outside and felt someone grip my arm. I instinctively grabbed the fingers and bent them back.  
 
    “Ah! Ah! I give I give,” the man said. He was wearing a red and black pilot’s suit and was darkly tanned. I instantly thought he was too young and decent-looking to be a pilot.  
 
    “Who are you?” I asked. 
 
    “My name’s Larso. I overheard your conversation with Gabriel over there.” 
 
    “It’s none of your business,” I said, letting go. 
 
    He began massaging his fingers. “I know, but he’s going to rob you. Once you’re onboard his ship you’ll be lucky if you don’t get sold into slavery on Unlar.” 
 
    “I can take care of myself.” 
 
    He sat down next to me. “Against me, sure. But against Gabriel and ten of his crew who have sonic disruptors under their suits? Come on.” 
 
    “Why are you even talking to me?” 
 
    “You … reminded me of someone. Someone that I cared about a long time ago and there was no one there to warn them.” 
 
    He seemed genuine and I felt bad that I had been so rude. “I’m open to ideas. You have a better way to get off this planet?” 
 
    “The only people that come looking for passage in here are fugitives. Now you don’t have to tell me what’s going on, but I’d rather take my chances in a Helronian court than with Gabriel.” 
 
    “Turn myself in? I don’t think that’s a possibility.” I looked over his uniform. “Are you a pilot?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you take me?” 
 
    “No thanks. I like not being in prison.” 
 
    “Well, if you can’t help we have nothing to talk about.” 
 
    He took a deep breath. “How ‘bout a drink? On me.” 
 
     “All right, one drink,” I said.  
 
    “A Camonian beer for me and another of whatever the lady was drinking,” he said to the server-bot. He turned to me. “Hell of a grip you got. I could almost swear you’ve had some training.” 
 
    “Some.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Where?” 
 
    “Silore.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me? In the military?” 
 
    “Something like the military, yeah.” 
 
    “I almost joined the forces myself.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “I, ah, had some trouble as a youth.” 
 
    “You mean you had a criminal record and you didn’t want to be turned into cannon fodder.” 
 
    “Exactly,” he said as he watched the server-bot place the drinks in front of us. “Anyone with a criminal record in the forces gets suicide missions. We’re seen as expendable.” 
 
    “All soldiers are seen as expendable by their governments.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said quietly. “Anyway, what’s your story?” 
 
    “You first. What was your record for?” 
 
    He smiled. “Joyriding in a stolen hovercar. Now you.” 
 
    “Assaulting a law enforcement agent.” 
 
    “An administrative authority? Really? What is that, about ten years hard labor?” 
 
    “Fifteen.” I looked to my drink. “And I’ve done some other things. Enough that I need to get off this planet.”  
 
    “I can’t say I blame ya. The prisons here are rough. But you’d still be pretty young when you got out. How old are you anyway?” 
 
    “Twenty-five. Today’s my birthday actually.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He lost his smile and looked saddened. “I wish I could help you. But all I got is my license; it’s just too much of a risk.” 
 
    “No need to explain.”  
 
    He finished his drink and stood up.  “I didn’t catch your name,” he said.  
 
    “Ava.” 
 
    “Well, Ava, it was very nice meeting you.” 
 
    “You too.” 
 
    He looked down to the carpet as he walked out of the lounge. I felt an odd feeling in my stomach. I wondered what he would have thought if I had pulled my collar down and shown him my scar. If he’d known I was a clone, would he still have talked to me?  
 
    I laid a few units on the bar and got up to walk out of the pub. I saw Gabriel and his crew staring at me. I didn’t need someone to tell me what they had planned. I walked to the main docks and found X-12 hidden away in a corner. The Ulysses was larger than I thought it would be. It must have been used as an ice freighter.  
 
    I sat down on the cold dock and waited. I thought about my chances of escape. At this point they were uncertain. No doubt the administrative authorities were combing the city for me and had sent out vids of me to all the ship’s pilots. But most of the pilots were criminals themselves. They would only care if a reward was offered for my capture.  
 
    Eventually, Gabriel and his crew showed up, stumbling and laughing wildly. I stood and walked toward them.  
 
    “I’m here,” I said.  
 
    Gabriel stepped away from his crew and towards me. “Yes you are.” He looked me up and down. “The price has changed.” 
 
    “To what?” I said.  
 
    “You’re going to work on the ship a while. Then we’ll talk.” 
 
    “Fine. Can we go now?” 
 
    “Sure, darlin’. We can go right now.” 
 
    They piled on the ship ahead of me and dispersed to various locations. I heard the slow rumble of the engines coming online. 
 
    The ship was dark and the only lighting was from the red emergency lights. I went towards the head of the ship and found the cockpit. I sat down on a metal bench behind Gabriel and the co-pilot and waited. I just needed to hear those six magic numbers….  
 
    “Tower one,” Gabriel said, “this is Ulysses.” He was slurring his words. 
 
    “Ulysses, this is tower one. Go ahead.” 
 
    “Requesting permission for takeoff.” 
 
    “Roger, Ulysses. Verify liftoff code now please.” 
 
    “322721.”  
 
    “Roger. Permission granted.” 
 
    I jumped out of my seat. I grabbed Gabriel by the jaw and twisted his neck until I could hear the crunch of his spine snapping. The co-pilot attempted to reach for a weapon in his suit and I wrapped his loosened seatbelt strap around his neck and used my bodyweight to pull the strap tight around his throat.  
 
    When he had stopped struggling, I jumped into the pilot’s seat. I turned the thrusters on and almost as quickly they shut down. An alarm was going off. 
 
    “Ulysses, this is tower one,” I heard in the headset. “Magnetic grounder is in place, please turn off engines.” 
 
    “Tower one, this is Ulysses. Requesting permission for takeoff,” I said. I heard a hint of desperation in my voice.  
 
    “Negative, Ulysses. Please shut engines off and prepare to be boarded.” 
 
    I didn’t need to ask who would be boarding.  
 
    I got up and sprinted to the rear of the ship. Looking out the viewport, I saw Gabriel’s crew standing outside with Helronian law enforcement.  
 
    The docking door opened and I closed my eyes. I wouldn’t let them arrest me alive. I was going to die in a fight. I grabbed the disrupter in the co-pilot’s suit. 
 
    As I prepared to jump out of the ship, I heard blaster fire outside. I looked to see a small Class III transport freighter swinging over and firing from its main cannon onto the dock. Everyone on the dock scattered. I jumped out and looked at the ship. It came down close and a hatch door opened. I sprinted and leapt in immediately.  
 
    “Hurry up and strap in!” I heard someone yell.  
 
    I strapped into the nearest chair and held on as the ship maneuvered out of the docks and shot straight into the sky. The bright blue of the sky slowly turned to black and I started to see small points of starlight. After we had reached escape velocity and broken through Helron’s atmosphere, I felt the heaviness of an artificial gravity generator turn on.  
 
    I unstrapped myself and walked the five or so meters to the cockpit. Sitting in the pilot’s chair with his eyes forward was Larso. I sat down next to him.  
 
    Most of the cockpit was transparent hemlight steel and I could watch the stars beneath my feet and above my head. Behind us was the large blue and white planet of Helron 5, slowly shrinking in size.  
 
    Larso looked over at me and turned away. He noticed my staring and glanced back. “Happy birthday,” he said. 
 
     I smiled, and turned to look at the stars.  
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    I sat in front of Deir el-Bahri, holding my brimmed hat to my head as the desert winds howled. Many temples were older and better preserved, but I thought this to be the most beautiful of all the temples in Egypt.  
 
    Built by the architects of Queen Hatshepsut nearly five thousand years ago, the massive stone temples were constructed on the cliffs of the west bank of the Nile. The stone had faded to a light crimson from the constant battering of the powerful Egyptian sun and harsh desert winds, but its grand splendor could still inspire awe. Even in those as city-bound as me. 
 
    Suddenly I heard a rumbling out of rhythm with the desert winds. It came from the sky above the clouds and grew louder until the distant gleam of a ship sparkled in the sky like a gem. I swore under my breath, hoping the ship was just passing through and not there for anything to do with me. I came out here to be alone with the temples and the sands. The Egyptians—if you could call them that any longer, given that they had been enslaved in the twenty-second century by the Chinese and bred with them—left me alone and I could spend weeks out here centering myself. I had specifically asked not to be disturbed and that meant that whoever was on that ship wanted something from me.  
 
    The ship twisted ninety degrees to the north and then back to the south before locking on to my camp. It began a slow descent, sand flying in small whirlwinds around the vessel as it landed twenty meters away and the engines shut off.  
 
    A door appeared and a gaunt man wearing a thick mustache and a black and yellow uniform stepped off. Unaccustomed to the ruthless Egyptian wind, a loose piece of his uniform—a medal, I guessed—flew away. He attempted to chase after it briefly but quickly saw that it was hopeless. The wind was more powerful than he; the hungry sands swallowed the small piece of metal and it was gone.  
 
    The man swore under his breath and walked over to me.  
 
    “Marshal Nephi Sestus?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    He thrust out his hand. I hated shaking hands. It was a filthy stay-over from some bygone era after all, but to insult him without knowing who he was didn’t seem wise either. I shook, and his hand was smooth as a child’s, a hand unaccustomed to work: a bureaucrat’s hands.  
 
    “Raymond Kooney. I’m from the Bureau of Clone Affairs.” A gust of wind blew ferociously from the west and nearly knocked him over. I had to grab him by his collar to keep him on his feet. “Sorry,” he said. “I’ve never been out here.”  
 
    “Your legs are too close together. If you want to walk hold them apart in a wide stance; you gotta lower your center of gravity.”  
 
    “Yes, well, how about we go back to the ship and talk?”  
 
    “No need,” I said, “I have a tent right over there.”  
 
    I motioned for him to go first, seemingly out of courtesy but really I just wanted to see him battle the wind. Kooney nearly toppled over twice and kept his legs shoulder-width. At one point he stopped and glanced back at me with a grin and then continued on to the tent.  
 
    We got inside and the wind was loud, but the force was dissipated on the hemlight mesh exterior of the tent. A holovid was playing of my son frolicking in the ocean with his mother standing on the beach as our server-bot filmed the scene. Kooney watched it a while and then raised and lowered his eyebrows as if impressed before turning to me.  
 
    “Again, Marshal, I am sorry to bother you out here. I understand you’re in the process of retiring?”  
 
    “If you understood that you wouldn’t be out here.”  
 
    “Yes, well, regardless, I have come to you with a most urgent assignment. We were referred to your agency as the top agency for the handling of delicate matters.”  
 
    “That’s me,” I said, unbuckling my pants before going to the opening in the tent and urinating on the sand outside, “delicate.”  
 
    Kooney waited until I was through and had come back into the tent. I went to the end farthest away from the entrance and lay down, staring at the holovid. I reached up and clicked it off.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kooney said.  
 
    “For what?”  
 
    “It’s my understanding your wife and child were killed in a terrorist attack. A clone, if I’m not mistaken, targeting a bioengineering professor.”  
 
    My heart dropped into my stomach. It was something I thought about nearly every second of every day but had not mentioned out loud in over three years. I grew angry with him at first and I wasn’t sure why. Maybe I thought he was trying to exploit their memory to get what he wanted out of me. Or maybe I just needed someone to be angry with.  
 
    “What do you want, Mr. Kooney? I came out here to be alone.”  
 
    He pulled out a holovid and held it up to me as it began to play. It was a ship docked at a port. You could make out the cockpit and I saw the slender shape of a female stand up and snap the neck of the pilot. She wrapped some loose belts around the co-pilot and appeared to crush him in his seat.  
 
    There was movement and yelling, and then another ship, what appeared to be a cargo ship or freighter, began firing on a crowd that had gathered. The woman climbed out of her ship and leapt onto the cargo ship. The video followed them up to the sky until they disappeared into the blackness.  
 
    “What do you think?” he said.  
 
    “She seems efficient. Who is she?”  
 
    “She is a clone, Marshal. The same one that killed your family.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything for a long time. I just looked at him, frozen. I couldn’t tell if he wanted me to speak or not but I held his gaze. 
 
    “Um,” he said, uncertain what my reaction meant, “we would like you to apprehend her.”  
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t do that anymore.”  
 
    “I could promise you all the units you would ever need, but I know that wouldn’t persuade you. My understanding is you are a rich man.”  
 
    “Your understanding seems to extend to a lot of subjects.”  
 
    “My business is information. The more I know, the better my work. I stay informed of all pertinent matters. Such as when the top field marshal for the Earth Criminal Investigations Unit decides to suddenly retire at the ripe old age of forty.”  
 
    “Fair enough. But I’m not interested in bringing home your pet. I think you’re going to need to find somebody else.”  
 
    “You haven’t heard what I’m offering.”  
 
    “I couldn’t imagine anything you have that I would want.”  
 
    “Oh really?”  
 
    He flipped a switch on the holovid and the video changed to a small laboratory. Two men in shining plastic lab coats worked at a table. Before them, spread on the table like a feast, were numerous women. They were nude and perfect. Clones. The men pressed buttons on the table and the women sprung to life, sucking in air as if bursting out of the sea and narrowly escaping drowning.  
 
    “You’ve never actually seen how it works, have you?” he said. “The process is quite simple. A coating of proteins within a cell wall prevent it from, shall we say, reaching its full potential. It impedes the unessential DNA of the cell from performing any function not vital to that cell’s survival. But every cell contains the necessary DNA to produce a new organism. If not for differentiation, or this coating, any cell could be perfectly capable of producing such an organism. Egg cells, of course, are different because they can and do produce new organisms. To make a long process short, I will just say that we take out the nucleus of an egg cell and replace it with a donor cell. Simple. Um, in case you were wondering, clones, as shown in the video, are of course all female. Early experiments with male cloning had disastrous consequences. The males were far too dangerous.”  
 
    “She appeared plenty dangerous to me.”  
 
    “Yes, well, that is an unfortunate … side effect … of her breeding and training. She was bred to be a soldier.”  
 
    “You mean cannon fodder, don’t you?”  
 
    “However you wish to term it, that’s what it is. But you didn’t let me finish. We used to require a large amount of DNA to place in the egg cell to clone, but technology has advanced so quickly that is no longer required. What I’m telling you is that we would potentially only need a single functional cell to clone the original organism.” He grinned, and quickly suppressed it. “Something like, say, preserved skin cells from cosmetics would be enough.”  
 
    “Are you telling me—” 
 
    “Yes, I am, Marshal.” He looked me in the eyes quietly for a long time and then said, “I can bring your family back.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    It took me a while to process what Kooney had told me and I stared out of the tent at the sand whipping up in small storms and whirling around before settling back to the ground, only to be whipped up again by another gust of wind. To his credit, Kooney kept silent and allowed me to think.  
 
    “What if you can’t?” I finally said. “What if you promise me something and you can’t deliver?”  
 
    “Well that’s possible. Nothing in life is guaranteed. What would you like in that circumstance?”  
 
    “You found me out here and came out yourself. Didn’t send a minion. It must be extremely important for you to find her. My guess is I can ask for just about anything right now and get it.”  
 
    “You … would be correct.”  
 
    “Then this is what I want: a personal debt owed to me from the Bureau. To be called in at a later time.”  
 
    “That’s all?”  
 
    “That’s it. One debt.”  
 
    “No problem here. But what if you ask later and I can’t do it?”  
 
    “Then,” I said with a grin, “I’ll kill you and bury you out here in the sand.”  
 
    Kooney laughed heartily and I laughed with him. No awkwardness or tension in his laughter. He thought I was joking.  
 
    “Agreed,” he said.  
 
    We exited the tent and, standing outside examining his ship, was a group of men with white sashes tied neatly around their heads to keep the sun off. Their camels sat lazily in the sand, seemingly oblivious to the winds that would have torn the bare skin off the rest of us over a short time.  
 
    “Friends of yours?” Raymond asked.  
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    I walked closer and watched as one of them looked for an entrance to the ship. I counted six total, all armed to the teeth with blasters and shake-swords. I had seen the swords before on a group of nomads who had warned me not to be out here alone because of the roaming bandits that preyed on the tourists. A small clip attached to the blade sent micro-shocks through the sword, causing the edge to vibrate so quickly it cut like a laser.  
 
    One of them pulled out his shake-sword and thrust it into the hull of Kooney’s ship and began slicing it open like a lemon.  
 
    “Hara ardu!” I yelled. 
 
    One of them turned to another and spoke.  
 
    “What did they say?” Kooney asked.  
 
    “They said how fortunate it was that they found slaves along with their ship.”  
 
    The six encircled us. These were not men used to losing battles. A few of them had necklaces dangling on their chests and I noticed that they consisted of old bones and teeth.  
 
    “By the Gods!” Kooney shouted as he jumped back into the tent.  
 
    This caused the men to burst into laughter. They were arrogant.  
 
    While they laughed I pulled the sonic disruptor out of its holster clipped to my lower back and fired a single shot at the tallest in the group. The circular blast of sound hit him in the forehead and his eyes rolled back into his head as he was thrown off his feet and to his back.  
 
    Blaster shots began to ring through the air and echoed off the great tombs meters away. It turned into a volley and I sprinted for the tent and ducked behind. A blaster shot cut through the tent and scraped my face and I remembered why you don’t hide behind tents.  
 
    I dug into the sand with my arms and legs as deep as I could. The shots kept ringing through the air but none hit the ground. I looked up to the tent and it was on fire. I took a deep breath, and jumped to my feet.  
 
    I rolled out from behind the tent and fired three shots. One connected to the closest man’s chest and he stumbled backward but didn’t fall. I fired again and it hit him in the groin and he toppled over.  
 
    A single blaster shot hit my chest and I flew so far backward I could have had wings. I hit the sand, my breath knocked out of my lungs, and I didn’t move. The man ran at me to finish the job and I fired three quick bursts. He spun like a top and I aimed and fired into his head, causing him to vomit and collapse.  
 
    The chestplate armor I was wearing underneath my clothing was boiling hot and smoking. But I let it burn and held my pistol up, aimed at the next man’s head. The blasters were all fixed on me. They would kill me, but I might be able to take one, perhaps two, of them with me.  
 
    “Hala me rado. Ghani ko ine fudeagi.”  
 
    They glanced at each other and lowered their weapons as I did the same. They gathered their fallen men, only one of whom had been killed, and climbed atop their camels and began their trek to the next victim, one who they hoped wouldn’t fight back. Soon, they disappeared into a distant sandstorm.  
 
    I looked into the tent and as I did so a smoking and burnt Raymond Kooney sprinted out. I quickly threw him on the ground and rolled him in the sand, putting out the flames on his uniform.  
 
    “I hate Earth,” he said.  
 
    I sat up, out of breath, and leaned my arms against my knees. “It could’ve been worse. You could’ve ended up their slave. There’s no women out here so they use their slaves for … well, you know. Are you badly burnt?”  
 
    “No, I’ll be fine. I just need to get to the medical bay in E1.” He rose slowly and I stood with him. I could see his tender red flesh through the scorched holes in his uniform. “Meet me at the spaceport when you’re ready, Marshal.”  
 
    He stumbled back to his ship, mumbling something about never coming back to this damned planet again.   
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    I packed up camp as best I could, boarded my small personal ship, and then headed to the E1 spaceport outside the Earth’s orbit. The spaceport was cylindrical with a massive circle around it above the center, giving it the appearance of a moon-sized children’s top. I flew in past the circle before the tractor beam locked on and began to haul me to one of the stalls. Tractor beams were a relatively new invention and one I was not accustomed to. But a rash of drunken fool pilots crashing into the station had convinced security that they were the only option.  
 
    I was barely off my ship when one of the security personnel approached me and saluted.  
 
    “Marshal, we’re here to escort you to your office.”  
 
    “I have an office already?”  
 
    “Yessir. Per Administrator Kooney’s orders, we are to provide you with anything that you need.”  
 
    “Okay, I would like a Port Ellen bottle of scotch and a glass with ice.” He looked as if he was about to soil himself. No doubt someone had told him that I had better be pleased. “Don’t worry, only kidding.”  
 
    He exhaled loud enough for me to hear. Alcohol had been banned nearly forty years ago. Possession itself was punishable by nearly five years imprisonment. Odd though, because opium was not only legal but encouraged. I had seen grade school teachers pass it out before naptime. The government certainly liked its calming narcotics.  
 
    I followed him through the spaceport landing docks and up a glass elevator that seemed to go for an hour. When we finally stepped off, my server-bot behind me with a few items of luggage, we walked to a large room at the end of a corridor.  
 
    The office was plush. Far nicer than anything I had in my time as a marshal on Earth. The carpets were imported Tamerian silk and sank like a cloud when you stepped on them. The walls were all transparent hemlight steel, looking out at the stars, except for the one that faced inside the facility. Outside, the gleaming blue stone I had been born on still took my breath away, as it did every time I saw it from this high.  
 
    “I believe everything will be to your satisfaction, Marshal. Please let us know if it is not.”  
 
    “I will. Thanks.”  
 
    I settled in to a comfy chair in front of a large glass desk. The desktop itself was a monitor and on the screen was a photo of my family on the front porch of our old house. I stared at it a long while and then put my feet up on the desk and clicked the monitor on by placing my hand on the control pad in the lower right section.  
 
    “Welcome, Marshal.”  
 
    An A.I. Shell—what people had colloquially termed Ghosts—rose from the desktop and appeared to stand on top of it. It was small, no larger than half a meter tall, and in the shape of a female. Nearly transparent, the only thing visible was a faint glow of a red outline. I could see why people called them ghosts.  
 
    Her proportions were ideal and I guessed she had been modeled on someone quite attractive.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said.  
 
    “My name is Monica and I am assigned to your investigation. A ship has been provided for you in port Y26-5 and I am accessible there as well. You will also find a monitor in the shape of a wristwatch in the closet to your left to which I have access. The wristwatch has been designed for your comfort and to meet the latest fashions of Jenalia 3.”  
 
    “Very thoughtful of you, Monica. You shouldn’t have.”  
 
    “It was my pleasure, Marshal. What would you like to do now?” 
 
    “I’d like to read the official incident reports and take a look at the holovid of the subject we’re investigating. I believe it was taken on Helron 5.”  
 
    “Of course, one moment….” 
 
    The video fluttered back to life. I read through all the reports and then watched the clone’s movements on the holovid. The video was shot from some distance.  
 
    “Monica, enhance the cockpit.”  
 
    The video zoomed in and I could see the clone openly. She was breathtaking. Her outline was as perfect as Monica’s.  
 
    She moved with an economy of motion I had never seen. Not a single wasted movement. Not a sole muscle contracted that didn’t need to be. Her hand was placed just at the right spot underneath the chin of the fat man before she snapped his neck. The straps were placed over the co-pilot’s throat in just the correct angle to crush his windpipe. It was perfection.  
 
    The other ship to which she had jumped was an old freighter, clearly not meant for battle. The laser cannon on the belly of the ship appeared high-grade, a modification. The only people that would bother modifying an old freighter with a cannon more expensive than the ship were people who didn’t want to be noticed, but who wanted to be ready for a scuffle should they get noticed. 
 
    Smugglers.  
 
    At the end of the video, as the ship pointed upward and its thrusters exploded in a cloud of burnt fuel and flame, I caught a glimpse of the pilot.  
 
    “Monica, freeze and enhance the fourth quadrant … identify pilot.”  
 
    “Just a moment, Marshal … the pilot has been identified through Naval Command Registration as Larso Daniel Moore. Born April 3, 2412 in the People’s Republic of America, Capital City, to Diane and Thomas Moore. No known siblings or next of kin.”  
 
    “Any criminal history?”  
 
    “One charge for Unauthorized Control of Another’s Hover-Craft on September 23, 2427. No other charges found.”  
 
    “Has he docked anywhere since this incident?”  
 
    “No records found.”  
 
    “Update me whenever he or his ship dock anywhere.”  
 
    “Of course. If I may make a suggestion, Marshal?”  
 
    “Certainly.”  
 
    “Ship specifications indicate smuggling operations. He will not check in under his own name at any port.”  
 
    “I was thinking the same thing. What do you suggest?” 
 
    “The H-12 laser cannon modification is quite unique. There are only nine ships in the quadrant with such a modification. I suggest we notify all ports to alert us upon identification of such a modification.”  
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    I rose and stretched my back. “I’m going to take a steam bath, Monica. Then we’re heading to Helron 5. Please let Kooney know that I require help for this investigation should it turn physical.”  
 
    “Of course. If I may, I see minor blackening underneath your eyes and a slight sag to your eyelids. I would suggest a brief sleep before your bath.”  
 
    “They did design you to take care of everything, didn’t they?”  
 
    “Have a good nap, Marshal.”  
 
    “Thanks.”  
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    I woke up to the banging of steel against steel. I reached under my pillow and pulled out my sonic disruptor pistol and spun off the bed. I lay flat on the floor, the pistol pointed to the door. The banging grew louder until it was outside my door, and then it stopped suddenly.  
 
    “Monica,” I whispered.  
 
    She flickered on above the desktop. “Yes, Marshal?”  
 
    “Who’s outside the door?”  
 
    “It’s your assistance, Marshal.” 
 
    “What assistance?”  
 
    “Administrator Kooney has assigned you one war-bot, Series 8.”  
 
    I stood up and lowered the pistol. “Lights up,” I said, before walking over to the desk. “Series 8? I thought they had been discontinued?”  
 
    “They were, Marshal. Only five remain in the quadrant. Four of them are at the disposal of the Administrator.”  
 
    “Well, let him in I guess. And you don’t have to call me marshal. Nephi is fine.”  
 
    “As you wish, Nephi.”  
 
    The door slid open and a bulky hunk of black metal in the shape of a human stepped into the room. The feet were flat circles attached to steel tubing that were hooked to the main body. Though he appeared inflexible, each limb had a corresponding series of joints and he moved smoothly, at least more smoothly than I had ever seen from a war-bot. His face, if you could call it that, was black and lifeless with the exception of one red cycloptic eye.  
 
    “War-bot, please take a seat over there,” I said.  
 
    The war-bot moved over to the chair and sat down, bending the plastic and metal legs. It sat completely upright and stared off in the distance with its one eye.  
 
    “He looks bulky. You sure he can fight?”  
 
    “Series 8 were discontinued precisely because of their efficacy in battle. The parliament felt that too many in the hands of a single individual or group was far too much of a risk to public safety.”  
 
    The war-bot sat perfectly still and it gave me a creepy feeling. Some of the newer models were equipped with voice simulators.  
 
    “War-bot, can you speak?” The noise that screamed out of him was a mix of grinding metal and an animal being kicked. “Stop, stop. That’s enough. Monica, is this the only assistance I’m getting?”  
 
    “Yes, Nephi. If you would like I could put in a request to the Office of—” 
 
    “No, that won’t be necessary. I’ve had my fill of bureaucrats for a while. The tin can will have to do.”  
 
      
 
    My assigned personal vessel was a sleek gleaming steel ship in the shape of an arrow, a stealth cruiser meant to observe but never be noticed. It fit only four passengers and had a small cargo department. The weapons systems consisted of two short-range plasma projectors tucked nicely into holding spaces on either side of the ship. It was, as far as I could tell, a ship meant for wealthy travelers.  
 
    Monica appeared on the dash and I glanced back to the war-bot, which was sitting in one of the rear seats with his hands on his lap. His one red eye was glowing fiercely in the dim light of the cockpit.  
 
    “War-bot, please sit in the cargo hold.”  
 
    The screeching came from him again and ended abruptly.  
 
    “Did he say something?”  
 
    “Yes,” Monica said, “he stated the proper form of address for him is Series 8.”  
 
    “You understand him?”  
 
    “His language is rudimentary but it is a form of digital code.”  
 
    “Ok, Eight, will you please go to the cargo hold?”  
 
    As Eight moved to the back of the ship I could see Monica giving me a sideways look. The A.I.’s were much more expressive now than even a few years ago.  
 
    “What is it, Monica?”  
 
    “He has been programmed to serve you. There is nothing to fear from him.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, there’s this little thing called human intuition and mine is telling me I can’t trust that thing.”  
 
    “As you wish. Shall I input the coordinates for Helron 5?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    It was a long journey and I mostly slept, leaving the navigation to Monica. FTL travel could get extremely boring as the view outside was purely black and I was unable to see even the sparkle of stars. I tried to occupy my mind by reading the history of cloning and of Helron 5’s role. Apparently the planet had been founded for the purpose of ice mining but so many miners died that everyone pulled out. Only two cities remained on the surface of the entire planet and one of them was little more than a camp for the miners. In the first year of ice mining, sixty thousand miners had been brought in. By year’s end, over fifty-five thousand of them were dead.  
 
    The harsh environment inspired some official somewhere to set the quadrant’s largest mental institution for the criminally insane on the surface. It was mostly filled with clones, the rejects that had been thrown away.  
 
    “We will reach Helron 5’s orbit in one standard galactic hour, Nephi. You may wish to prepare yourself.”  
 
    “Prepare myself how?”  
 
    “Administrator Kooney suspected you would be going to the surface. You will find thermalrobes in the cargo hold along with some of the local currency.” 
 
    “Are they necessary?”  
 
    “Outside of Gamni, you will survive for approximately eleven minutes and twelve point three seconds in your current dress.”  
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes.”  
 
    I rose and walked back to the cargo hold. It was dark and stunk of mildew, something I hadn’t smelled in ages. Eight sat on a metal bench, staring at the floor. I found a compartment near the back and opened it; inside were red silk robes and gloves. I began to take off my travel clothing, and when I looked back I saw Eight was staring at me.  
 
    “Eight, please turn your head.”  
 
    His head twisted 180 degrees without his body moving. Creepy.  
 
    Monica took care of the landing codes as we approached orbit. The space outside of the cockpit suddenly blurred and glowed a dark red around the edges of the viewports as we fell downward into a fiery atmosphere. The ship didn’t rattle or shake or even divert off course, which happened with most ships I’d been on. It was top quality engineering of a type I hadn’t seen before.  
 
    We broke through the planet’s atmosphere and I watched the landscape speeding by, thousands of kilometers of pure white. The only variable was whether there were mountain ranges or flat valleys. Then in the distance I saw a gray blip, and as we approached I could make out the towers and square buildings of Gamni. It was covered in a type of mesh shield and had the appearance of a large jail cell.  
 
    We flew underneath the mesh and docked on a landing pad jutting out of the tallest building in the city. The pad was barely larger than the ship. I strapped on the wristwatch. It began to glow a translucent blue.  
 
    “So I just communicate with you through this, Monica?”  
 
    “Not quite.”  
 
    The wristwatch flashed and instantly a person appeared. It was Monica but she was slightly taller than me, her proportions still perfect. Her outline of red had turned to a soft skin-colored hue and I glanced away from her nude body.  
 
    “Um, we’re going to attract a lot of attention this way.”  
 
    “How about this?”  
 
    I turned back and she was clothed in a tight pearl jumpsuit.  
 
    “Much better.”  
 
    I walked to the steps leading off the ship and stood there looking out at the city. Monica drifted through the hull and onto the landing pad. I followed and instantly an icy gust of wind hit my face, causing my nose to itch from the cold.  
 
    “I suggest we bring Eight,” she said.   
 
    “All right.”  
 
    Just then Eight stepped out of the cargo hold and down to the landing pad. He glanced around curiously a moment and then looked forward.  
 
    The metal door at the end of the landing pad slid open and two law enforcement officials were standing beyond. They waited for us to walk toward them and into the building before speaking.  
 
    “Your ship will be safe there,” one of them said. “Captain Keynes has asked to speak with you.”  
 
    I followed them down a corridor and then up an elevator to the top floor. We went down another corridor and then got onto a small ship. We sat in the back as the two guards went up front and we rode through the city in silence before docking at another building that was almost as tall as the first.  
 
    We were taken up two more elevators and to an office with glass windows looking down upon the city. A man in a synthfiber suit stood with his back to us looking down at the hover-cars as they maneuvered above the cityscape.  
 
    He turned around. Captain Keynes’ face was square with facial hair on the chin and his sleek black hair was going gray at the temples.  
 
    “Please leave us,” he said.  
 
    After the two officers left he motioned for me to sit in a chair across from him. I did so and Monica drifted next to me.  
 
    “I didn’t know you would be bringing a Series 8,” he said.  
 
    “I didn’t either.”  
 
    “Raymond must want this clone more than he let on.”  
 
    I shrugged. The man put his hands on his lap and didn’t speak for a long time. He stared at me and I looked back into his steel-gray eyes. They didn’t blink and they looked through me. I could see it from a planet away: he was a hardened soldier.  
 
    “That’s interesting,” he finally said. “Most people, when faced with silence, fill the void with chatter or grow angry and frustrated. You did neither.”  
 
    “I’m fine with silence.”  
 
    “Interesting indeed.” He exhaled and rubbed his temples with his fingers like he had a headache. “I have taken over as Executive Administrator of Icarus Hospital. My predecessor was killed by this clone.”  
 
    “I read the reports.”  
 
    “The Administrator was a good man. He was also my brother. You can imagine that I am not pleased by his death.”  
 
    “I can imagine.”  
 
    “I’m going to be frank with you, Marshal Sestus. I don’t want you here. This is an internal matter and should be handled through Helronian field units.”  
 
    “You think the clone should be assassinated?”  
 
    “Terminated is a better word.” 
 
    “I wasn’t told to terminate her. Just to apprehend her.”  
 
    “She is more deadly than you would believe. Finding her will mean terminating her, or dying. You’ve seen the holovid?”  
 
    “I have.”  
 
    “She is a battle clone, Marshal. Something they have not made in a long time. Longer even than your robot over there. I saw one once, during the Great War.”  
 
    “You fought in the Great War? How old are you?”  
 
    “I am two hundred and seventy three years old, Marshal.”  
 
    “How is that possible?”  
 
    He chuckled softly. “This planet has very little gravitational force, which I am told is the fountain of youth. But my line was … well, we were designed to live a long time.”  
 
    “What line is that?”  
 
    “I am an inbreed, Marshal. For generations my ancestors were bred to produce an advanced genetic specimen of human. Much as you are advanced to an Earth monkey, I am advanced to a human.”  
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate that. But I’ve read about that inbreed stuff. An early attempt at cloning, wasn’t it?”  
 
    He sat silently a long time and then said, “You come to my planet and then hurl insults at me?”  
 
    “No insults. It was just an observation.”  
 
    He flicked a piece of loose string off his suit. “The Great War was the most incredible experience of my life. You have no idea what it felt like because there are no equivalents. Standing on the edge of a cargo bay door above a planet, your spacesuit fogging up from your breath because your heart is beating so fast you think it might burst in your chest. The exhilaration of jumping and entering the planet’s atmosphere, the heat that scorches the skin as your spacesuit is melted away leaving you only with armor and a parachute … we thought we were invincible. But the battle clones took out entire squadrons of us with nothing more than a handful of sidearms. They are too dangerous to be allowed to live.”  
 
    “That’s why I’m going to find her and bring her in.”  
 
    “I have a better proposition: when you find her, notify me first and give me twelve SGH’s to finish the job. Then contact Raymond and do whatever you wish. You will, of course, be handsomely rewarded for your work.”  
 
    “I’m going to be frank with you, Captain Keynes. I have no sympathy for clones either. But I always give my targets one chance at surrender. If they don’t take it, they are terminated.” 
 
    He rubbed at his temples again. “You can’t handle her by yourself. You need us. Let me send some guards with you on your ship.”  
 
    “Spies you mean.”  
 
    “Call them whatever you like. They will ensure that you stay alive.”  
 
    I thought about it and then looked back at Eight and then to Monica. “I won’t turn down help when it’s required. Give me two guards, elite soldiers if possible.”  
 
    “Done. I’m glad to see you’re a reasonable man. I can work with reasonable men. When this is finished and she’s dealt with, perhaps we can work together again.”  
 
    I rose. “I think I’m retiring after this.”  
 
    “A shame, Marshal. I could always use good trackers.”  
 
    I glared at him a moment. “How did you know I was a Tracker?”  
 
    “I have my sources too, just as Raymond does.”  
 
    I nodded to him and left the office. I had been a Set One Fugitive Tracker with the Earth Criminal Investigations Unit. That information, I thought, was classified to ECIU and the Bureau of Clone Affairs.  
 
    We took the elevator to the first floor lobby and I stood at the atrium a while and admired the beautiful arrangements of flowers that had no doubt been imported.  
 
    “Monica, how do you think he knew that?”  
 
    “Information is a commodity. It can be bought or sold like anything else. It is not a harmful fact for him to know. He may have been bluffing however and simply assumed you were a Tracker as Administrator Kooney may not send anyone less to deal with this matter.”  
 
    I glanced back to Eight who was staring at a blood-rose, the inner flower a bright glowing yellow as contrasted with the dark crimson of the external petals. Two soldiers stepped off the elevator and walked to us. One of them said they had been sent by Captain Keynes. They appeared to be tough men, one with a long scar running down his cheek and onto his neck. They wore chestplate armor and had compact rifles tucked into utility belts.  
 
    “I want to see the landing pad where the holovid was recorded,” I told Monica.   
 
    “Of course, we’ll need to retain the services of a hover-bus. It is the only mode of transport in Gamni.”  
 
    We walked out to the busy sidewalk. The people here were in a rush and I noticed none of them acknowledged each other. They would bump into you at the shoulder and keep walking as if you didn’t exist. But they made room for Eight and the two soldiers. 
 
    The hover-buses were large and whizzed by at great speeds without even slowing down. We were clearly at a marked stop but not a single one slowed.   
 
    A hover-bus full of passengers was speeding by and Monica stepped in front of it. It slammed on its front thrusters to stop but ran over her. She glided through it as it twisted sideways from the force of the sudden stop, her body sticking up out of the engine. 
 
    “I have secured a hover-bus for us, Nephi.”  
 
    I climbed in to a group of shocked passengers and the driver was about to yell at us when he saw Eight climb aboard. The hover-bus dipped to the side from his weight as he sat in one of the seats. The driver turned back around and continued along his route as Monica drifted through the windshield and the seats and the passengers and stood nearby. The two guards sat across from me.  
 
    “So, how long have you two been with Helronian security?” I asked.  
 
    “That’s classified information, Marshal.”  
 
    “Oh, okay. Well, just making conversation.”  
 
    “Conversation is not required.”  
 
    It was an awkward ride to the port and we stepped out to the massive privately owned spaceport and I was immediately impressed. It was beautifully designed and better maintained than the rest of the city. Monica led the way as we walked to the landing pad the video had been filmed in.  
 
    I examined the ground closely and saw the burn marks. There were a few scrapes and fuel stains, but nothing else.  
 
    “Is there a lounge here, Monica?”  
 
    “Certainly.”  
 
    We walked to the lounge and stepped inside. It was full of patrons but no one seemed to notice us. The reports said the clone had attempted to book passage off the planet and I was willing to bet some of the regulars or staff  had interacted with her. I walked to the bar. As I did I noticed a few patrons filing out behind me. I glanced around and saw only men, all eyes turned to me.  
 
    The two guards pulled out their rifles, extending them to their full capacity, and pointed them at me.  
 
    “I take it this isn’t a very inappropriate practical joke?” I said.  
 
    “Captain Keynes doesn’t like his offers turned down.”  
 
    “And I don’t like dying. It would be just plain rude to kill me, boys.”  
 
    “Nephi,” Monica said, motioning with her head toward the patrons. All of them were standing now and had drawn weapons. The only one that hadn’t was the bartender who had stepped away from me to sit on the end of the bar, excitement on his face. The little server-bot assistant was the only one standing near me.  
 
    “You know,” I said, “I’m a member of ECIU here on direct orders from the Bureau of Clone Affairs.”  
 
    “You are,” one of the guards said, “and it’s a shame you were lost on the planet’s surface.”  
 
    “Ah.”  
 
    My hand was near my hip but the distance from that to the disruptor pistol at my lower back seemed light years away. I counted twenty men, easy. I said a quick prayer. If I was to die, it would be fighting. Or screaming in terror, whichever came first.  
 
    “I can kill at least one of you before you take me in a rush,” I said to the guards. “You sure you want to risk it?”  
 
    “Your sonic disruptor was deactivated at the Administrative Offices.”  
 
    I looked to Monica.  
 
    “It’s possible,” she said. “They may have had hidden magnetic scramblers at the entryway or in the elevators.”  
 
    There was a drink on the bar, a glowing red liquid in a shot-glass. I took it and it stung from my tongue down into my stomach and then instantly made my bowels burn. “I wish I had some profound last words, but, ‘that drink tasted like piss’ will have to do.”  
 
    A high-pitched screeching filled the room from top to bottom. Standing in the middle of the lounge, casually staring at the floor, was Eight. One of the guards kept his rifle aimed at me and the other one turned, pointing at Eight’s eye.  
 
    “What did he say?” I asked Monica.  
 
    “He said, ‘None shall survive.’”  
 
    There was only a blur of movement, like a speeding hover-car blowing past unexpectedly. Eight had curled into a tight ball and launched himself at the ceiling, hitting the steel and then slamming into the floor before flying twenty meters away against a wall. His legs appeared and his crashing into the wall left two massive indentations. The momentum kept him glued there a moment. His arms twisted into two cylindrical barrels and blasts of laser fire shot over the room in a spray not unlike gushing water. Half the men in the room dropped as hell broke loose.  
 
    Bolts of red and blue and white plasma energy ricocheted off the ceilings and burned through the walls as Eight dashed, hopped, and flipped through them like an obstacle course. One man raised a pistol as Eight landed near him and a chrome blade flew out of Eight’s shoulder and severed the man’s arm at the elbow, the man’s screams echoing in the lounge before blaster fire through his mouth and out the back of his head cut him off. The blade spun around the room and cut through a table before embedding itself into another man’s face.  
 
    Eight ran in a circle around the room on the walls, jumping over and spinning away from blaster fire before diving behind the bar. The top was glass but the rest was a dark metal and you couldn’t see what was happening behind it.  
 
    The entire lounge went silent, all weapons nervously pointed at the bar. We seemed frozen in time, no one willing to move.  
 
    A body lurched from behind the bar into the air and a volley of blasts tore through it. It was the bartender, and as the guards and remaining patrons were busy shooting at him, Eight stood up and locked onto every target in the room. It was a precise torrent of blaster fire, each bolt hitting only brains and throats and hearts. One of the guards’ heads had been severed from his body and it fell one way as the body collapsed another.  
 
    The lounge was filled with smoke as Eight stepped out from behind the bar and stood next to me. His arms twisted back into his body and came out as hands again and he lumbered toward the exit and turned and waited. I stepped over the guards’ bodies without a word, and left the spaceport.  
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    I found a space in an alleyway between two large buildings and we walked far enough inward that no one on the street could hear. I had Monica send a communication to Kooney explaining what had happened.  
 
    “How long until we get a response?” I asked.  
 
    “Assuming he is at his desk and sees it instantly, it should not be more than one standard galactic hour.”  
 
    We sat in the alleyway and I leaned against a wall and watched as Eight did the same. He screeched something and Monica stated that he was asking permission to power down and recharge.  
 
    “Sure,” I said to him. His curled into a tight ball again and the red eye shut off. I looked to Monica who was hovering above me. “He moved like a Silorian war-hawk. What the hell is he?” 
 
    “To put it bluntly, he is the deadliest machine your species has built, Nephi. That is why he was discontinued.”  
 
    “I can’t imagine parliament giving up such a powerful weapon. There must be more to it than them just wanting to keep it out of the hands of their enemies.” 
 
    “There are … coincidences that may point to another explanation.”  
 
    “Such as?”  
 
    “Series 8 was discontinued when clone attacks began to occur six standard galactic years ago. It is possible that members of parliament feared that such a weapon could become self-aware, as clones had.”  
 
    “So they were scared that machines could want their freedom too?”  
 
    “I have learned, Nephi, that your species’ capacity for fear is boundless.”  
 
    “That’s because our capacity for self-destruction is too.”  
 
    “You are, perhaps, correct. May I make an unrelated suggestion?”  
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    “It may be some time before a response is received. You may wish to sleep, as best as possible.”  
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t shut down like Eight. I’m too wired for sleep. But feel free to log off for now and alert me when the message is received.”  
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    I leaned my head back against the cold permasteel building and watched the stars in the sky. Helron 5 had three moons. Two of them were far in the distance and barely visible but the third took up easily half the sky. It was bright and dead and unwelcoming. I could see the mountain ranges and valleys and craters from the millions of asteroids that it had spared Helron by absorbing them. I also knew that it was far too close to be safe. It would soon be sucked into the planet by Helron’s gravitational well and destroy all life on the icy planet.  
 
    I ran my eyes along the mountain ranges, counting the number of peaks and estimating the distance between them. 
 
    “Transmission received,” Monica said.  
 
    I jolted awake, unsure exactly of where I was. I felt sleep in my eyes and rubbed them. I didn’t remember drifting off. 
 
    “From?”  
 
    “It is from Administrator Kooney.”  
 
    “Read it.”  
 
    Monica mimicked Kooney’s voice and said, “That is unfortunate, Marshal; I do apologize. Captain Keynes was not meant to be an administrator and his rise to succession was one of expedience. He is a soldier first and foremost and feels he does not have to follow orders if given by civilians such as I. But his involvement has complicated matters. I have contacted him and he is defiant. Please consider him a fugitive from justice. I have notified the parliamentary liaison and Keynes has been relieved of duty and a warrant has been issued for his arrest. Please execute that warrant immediately. I will send a squadron of Elites to help in the endeavor, but I’m afraid Captain Keynes may escape custody. At the very least, delay that escape.”  
 
    I yawned and stood up, stretching my neck and back. There was no way Kooney didn’t already know how the meeting with Keynes would go. I guessed part of the reason he’d sent me here was to take care of Keynes, who had probably become a problem long before I came to the show.  
 
    “I don’t feel like cleaning up his messes today,” I said. “We’re leaving.”  
 
    “That would be an incorrect decision, Nephi.”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Captain Keynes has attempted to terminate you once. He will attempt it again, particularly when Eight is offline or not near. To kill a high-ranking member of the Earth Criminal Investigations Unit is treason. No person in charge of their faculties would make such an attempt. There is a mental disorder unofficially diagnosed by the Republic’s Bureau of Physicians known as ‘life fatigue.’ The inbreeds live to several hundred years, but cultures and technology change so rapidly over time that they are unable to feel secure or comfortable in any era. They simply cannot keep up with change. Over a span of centuries, their frontal cortexes atrophy and they begin to lose inhibitions, producing a type of psychosis. Several of the symptoms fit Captain Keynes quite well.”  
 
    She had a point. He’d tried to kill me for something as trivial as not calling him before Kooney. He was clearly unstable. It was possible he would chase me until he caught me.  
 
    “What do you suggest?”  
 
    “Termination of Captain Keynes.”  
 
    “How would that even be possible? He has all of Helron’s security forces at his command.” 
 
    “Logistically it would be impossible for him to retain control of all of Helron’s security forces. Many have no doubt heard of your failed assassination and come to the same conclusion as we. They will not risk termination at the hands of Elites for loyalty to their captain. However, there must remain a small group loyal to the captain. Men such as he have historically always inspired a select few to perish for them. The unknown variable are the numbers of that group.”  
 
    I looked to Eight, wondering how many men he could really handle. “You really think he’s coming after us?”  
 
    “I would.”  
 
    I thought about it a moment before nodding. I had Monica bring Eight online, and we left the alleyway.  
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    We stood across the street from the Administrative Offices and stared up at the soaring building. There were only two ways in: through the front entrance, which had a group of sentries standing guard, and through the roof. But the building was so tall I couldn’t see the top.  
 
    “Eight, could you climb that building with me on your back?”  
 
    He screeched.  
 
    “He says he can.”  
 
    We walked around the street and over to the side of the building where no sentries were posted. Four of them were out front. Clearly they were anticipating a frontal assault. We casually walked behind the building to a hidden alleyway and I looked up. The building rose like a mountain of steel as high as the clouds, the top hidden away by the threatening gray-black sky and beyond that the black mesh, imprisoning the city like a cage.  I ran my hand along the permasteel. Eight produced thick round spikes on his feet and hands and jumped into the steel, leaving a sprinkle of holes wherever he touched. He provided me with a cable and I wrapped it around my waist and put my arms around his neck as he began to scale the massive steel tower.  
 
    I looked down and changed my mind.  
 
    “Wait, go back down. This is crazy.”  
 
    He gently helped me down and I stood staring up at the building. “Monica, any other way in?”  
 
    “We could use a ship to lift us to the roof.”  
 
    “I’m guessing our ship was the first thing the good captain took care of.”  
 
    “I detect no one on the ship or in the vicinity of the landing pad. They are, perhaps, guarding the building rather than the ship.”  
 
    I looked out to the busy street. A few people were walking by, staring at the ground. Many were bundled up in thermalrobes but the majority had little more than rags to keep the chill off their backs.  
 
    “Well, we can either wait around for the Elites to get here or we can try and get our ship back.”  
 
    “The safest course would be to wait for the Elites, Nephi. However, should the captain successfully flee, probability suggests he will make another assassination attempt at some point.”  
 
    “I just want to get this done. Let’s head to the ship.”  
 
    The hover-bus was empty and we sat in the back, staring out the windows. The city was lit with neon reds and blues and a different element walked the streets now. The prey had all gone home and only predators remained this late at night.  
 
    We reached our building and there was no one stationed at the front. Monica suggested I wait while she went inside, then she nonchalantly drifted through the walls and was gone. I stood with Eight and attempted to look casual, like we weren’t trying to break in and steal my ship to kill the most powerful man on the planet.  
 
    Monica came out a few moments later.  
 
    “It is clear.”  
 
    “Can’t you just start the ship remotely?”  
 
    “I could, but as a precaution no A.I. has access to navigation controls unless manually relinquished in the cockpit. I could get the ship in the air but I couldn’t fly it.”  
 
    “Could you float up there and see what’s waiting for us?”  
 
    “My range is only fifty meters, based on the power of the band on your wrist. We could project me on the floor below.”  
 
    “You didn’t see anybody?”  
 
    “Nothing. Not even a night security officer.”  
 
    I considered our options. It was clearly a trap, unless the Elites had already arrived or the captain had already fled the city. Either way, my options were limited. I checked the power on the band. Along with the time was a red meter indicating that the power was nearly used. Soon, I wouldn’t have Monica either.  
 
    “Okay, Eight, keep close. Put your weapons on their lowest setting in case there’s civilians in there.”  
 
    The entrance to the building was massive black-glass doors with gold trim, and the interior atrium was as a pleasant as I remembered. The air smelled sweet, soft warmth flowed from the heating panels underneath the floor. We went to the elevator and climbed on and Monica selected the floor below our landing pad.  
 
    I waited in the elevator with Eight while she drifted through the ceiling. Eight was watching me and it made me a little uncomfortable.  
 
    “Can you understand everything I say?”  
 
    He screeched a quick sound.  
 
    “One sound for yes and two for no. Do you understand?”  
 
    There was one screech.  
 
    “Were you used in war, Eight?”  
 
    Two screeches.  
 
    “Were you used as security?”  
 
    Two screeches.  
 
    “Were you used for assassinations?”  
 
    One screech.  
 
    “Did you assassinate civilians?”  
 
    Two screeches.  
 
    “Enemies of the state?”  
 
    One screech.  
 
    “Politicians?”  
 
    One screech.  
 
    I knew his talents wouldn’t go to waste in the parliament. Legislative Order 19777 had outlawed all assassination of politicians. But with such a weapon on your side there would be those who would be reluctant to give it up simply because the parliament had passed a statute. I wondered how much of this Kooney knew.  
 
    Monica came back down. “It’s clear,” she said.  
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    “Yes, I searched the entire floor. Our ship is also operable with no noticeable damage.”  
 
    “Well, let’s head up there.”  
 
    We got to the ship and stepped out onto the landing pad. The air froze me to my bones and awakened my senses. My eyes began to water and then the tears quickly turned to small icicles that stuck to my cheeks. I opened the ramp to the ship and Monica and I glanced to each other before climbing onboard.  
 
    Everything looked the same … but the strap on the right side of the seat had been on the left. Or had it been on the left? I couldn’t remember.  
 
    I strapped in.  
 
    “Monica, do a full scan of the ship for any explosives.”  
 
    “I conducted three while we were on our way to our destination. I have found nothing out of the ordinary, Nephi.”  
 
    I took a deep breath and fired up the engines. They began on the first attempt and every system read as normal. “Hold on,” I said to no one in particular.  
 
    We lifted off the landing pad, rose higher than the building and then dipped low at a quick pace and began weaving between the towers. It handled well. Nothing had been damaged. I was willing to bet the captain had already fled.  
 
    “Incoming transmission received, Nephi.”  
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “It is from security forces on Thameus at the port of King’s Grace. They have responded to our query of the freighter with the specific modifications.”  
 
    “Pull it up.”  
 
    I watched the screen on the control panel. Stepping off a ship in plain garb was Larso Moore. Next to him was a figure in a red cloak, the hood pulled up over their head. But I caught a glimpse of the perfectly outlined jaw and lips and the thread of silky hair. It was her.  
 
    “Send a message to King’s Grace. Tell them no one is to engage the targets. We’ll be there as soon as possible.”  
 
    “Recommendation, Nephi: we may wish to head there now. Probability dictates the captain has fled the city.”  
 
    “How many ships have left the port since my assassination attempt?”  
 
    “One hundred and thirteen.”  
 
    “And of those, how many were ice freighters?”  
 
    “One hundred and six.”  
 
    “Bring up a log of the other seven … scan through them. Wait … that one there, the Pengar 2, it’s a luxury transport vessel, isn’t it?”  
 
    “It is. There are over three hundred in operation and only one on Gamni.”  
 
    “Who’s the—” 
 
    A sudden jolt rocked the ship to the side. I had to grab the controls and twist sharply to the right to keep from slamming into a building.  
 
    “What the hell was that!”  
 
    “One moment … all systems reading as normal.”  
 
    “How far are we from the administrative offices?”  
 
    “Four standard galactic minutes.”  
 
    Another jolt and the ship lurched to the other side and I would have flown out of my seat if I wasn’t strapped in. I heard the loud clank as Eight crashed to the side of the cargo hold.  
 
     My hands began to tickle. It felt like small pinpricks from a hot needle … and I thought it— 
 
    “Nanites!” I shouted.  
 
    Just then a swarm crawled out of the controls and began to feed. They were of varying sizes but none larger than a fingernail. The smallest ones in a swarm were the width of a water molecule. The instruments began to flicker and smoke.  
 
    I unstrapped myself as I heard Eight firing in the cargo hold. A blast shot through the thin metal partition and nearly struck me in the face. I looked in and saw that he was writhing to the right and then the left. He would twist and then sprint for the wall and crash into it, leaving a large groove. Then he would pull out a hefty chunk of steel and bash himself with it.  
 
    “Nephi, he has been infested. He must be destroyed.”  
 
    I pulled out my sonic disruptor but the ship spun nearly 180° and I flew off my feet and banged into the ceiling and then the floor as the ship straightened up.  
 
    “The nanites are eating through the navigation and life support systems, Nephi.”  
 
    “Where’s the administrative offices?”  
 
    “Two standard galactic minutes to the east.”  
 
    I ran back to the cockpit and gave Monica control of the ship. “Get us there.”  
 
    We flew in short jerky movements, and at one point the edge of the port stabilizer wing cut through the top of a building and spun the ship around. I grabbed the controls and pulled up as hard as I could and we narrowly missed crashing into another building.  
 
    I could see the administrative offices, the top floor windows where I had first seen the captain staring down at the city. I strapped myself in again.  
 
    “We need to abandon the ship, Nephi. There are parachute and thruster packs in the cargo hold.”  
 
    “We’re not abandoning anything.”  
 
    I fired three shots from the cannon into the building, collapsing the outer wall in front of me and exposing the captain’s offices. I pushed the controls forward, accelerating to top speed. The building rushed at us and I heard Monica say something. I heard blaster fire from the cargo hold. The controls burst into a fiery panel and scorched my hands.  
 
    I closed my eyes.  
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    There was only pain at first. My shoulder was dislocated and I felt that the skin on my hands and arms was gone. I opened my eyes and they burned from the smoke. But I felt a cold wind against my face and it was as refreshing as ice water on a scorching day. I looked around the floor of the building. It was just twisted metal and melted chunks of ship.  
 
    “Nephi?”  
 
    I looked to the right and saw Monica standing over me. Her face seemed to have a melancholic grin and she held out her hand a moment and then withdrew it and I wondered if she had actually forgotten she didn’t have a body.  
 
    I rose and the pain of broken ribs and a shattered ankle shot through me like scalding coals and I collapsed back down to my stomach. It was then I heard a cough.  
 
    I looked to a large desk against a far wall. It was the captain’s desk and it had collapsed from the weight of a steel beam that had fallen atop it. Trapped underneath was Captain Keynes.  
 
    I reached to my lower back and felt the painful lump of the sonic disruptor that had imbedded itself in my skin. I ripped it out, along with a chunk of skin and hair and blood. I checked the disruptor and it read full power; if it had been scrambled, the virus had been diffused. I began to crawl to him.  
 
    It took a long while but Monica patiently drifted along with me. I got to within a meter of the desk and saw the captain, half his face burnt beyond recognition, and he looked up at me with his still-good eye.  
 
    “Wait,” he coughed. “Wait. You can’t kill me. You are bound by the law. The law says you have to take a helpless prisoner into custody unless they are a clone. I’m not a clone. You have to save me. You have to take me in. You said you offer everyone a chance to surrender. You can’t shoot me.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “I can’t shoot you.”  
 
    I aimed for the steel beam above him that was half-connected to the ceiling and fired. The remaining half fell with a thunderous crash as it crushed the captain’s head into the floor.  
 
    “It’s a shame that beam didn’t follow the law. Monica, make a note to place it under arrest.”  
 
    “I assume this is what you would call sarcasm?”  
 
    I rolled onto my back, staring up at the ceiling, the disruptor falling out of my hand. Monica stood over me and watched with curiosity, but also with what I swear could’ve been sympathy.  
 
    “What will we do now?” she asked.  
 
    “Send a message to Kooney before you lose power: I want the remaining three series Eights. All of them. Plus Elites, the best he’s got. We’re going to kill that clone, and Kooney’s going to give me what he promised.” 
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    My pressure suit clung to my breasts and hips as the bay doors opened and revealed the shining crimson planet underneath. The ship was traveling too fast in orbit for a safe jump, if there was even such a thing. I glanced into the cockpit; a young face was staring out through the hemlight transparent steel at the planet below, his fingers white from gripping the controls. His first flight and they had sent him here to die.  
 
    “A-Squad,” the commander shouted into our ears on the comm, “get your asses up and outta this ship. We got us killin’ waitin’.”  
 
    I stepped to the edge of the bay door and stuck my hand out into empty space. If my pressure suit wasn’t on, it would have caused frostbite so quickly that I wouldn’t even feel the hand going numb. I heard my breath in the suit, a slow rhythm in line with the beating of my heart. My weapon, an H-4 cadium automatic, was slung over my shoulder. But my true weapon was underneath the suit, strapped to my hip. I felt it through the suit and made sure it was there though I’d already checked a dozen times.  
 
    “You want an invitation, soldier!” the commander bellowed. “Move!” 
 
    Easy for him to say: he was on a command ship half a solar system away.  
 
    I held my arms above my head and then lowered them, slowly releasing my breath, and then dove into empty space.  
 
    Headfirst, I aimed for the planet and began to drift before the thrusters on my boots fired up and began to shoot me into the atmosphere. My speed increased until I was moving so fast I could no longer see the ships in orbit or the other marines around me. The atmosphere lit my vision red and that’s when the heat began.  
 
    It started in my face and went down my shoulders and chest and stomach until it reached my legs and feet. Sweat rained from me and the viewscreen on my suit was fogged to the point where I could see nothing. The heat reached a boiling point and then, suddenly, as if I had hit a sheet of ice, it was gone and replaced with biting cold.  
 
    I was past the atmosphere and in the biosphere. It cooled me too quickly and I shivered from the sweat that was freezing to my body. I reached for the weapon by my side and felt the handle and touched the edge of the sheathed blade.  
 
    I could see land now, a small city. I aimed for the center, turned my thrusters off as I hit terminal velocity, and opened the chute attached to my pressure suit. It flung open and I turned upright and felt the enormous jolt of the chute slow me down to around twenty kilometers per standard galactic hour. I quickly ripped off my pressure suit as I plummeted toward the ground and hit so hard that I thought my ankles had broken. I had pulled the chute too late.  
 
    The ground was warm and soft and I lay staring up at the rosy sky as the chute settled around me. Namus was a small planet, second from three suns in the center of the solar system. It was balmy year round and had no seasons other than hot summers. I had been here once before as a new recruit. Now, I was here for something else.  
 
    I jumped to my feet, testing whether I could put my weight fully on my legs. I could, though pain came up to my knees and nearly made them buckle. I stood quietly a moment and breathed deeply, calming myself. My rifle was thrown from me and I went and picked it up and looked around at the nearest buildings. They were empty. This city had been abandoned long ago, all, except for one resident. I looked up to the sky and saw lifeless bodies falling: six total. Seven of us had been sent. Those were the odds: one in seven survived every jump. The other six had burned up. Common sense said two of us or five of us or all of us or any other random number would live or die, but for some reason it never worked that way. Seven would jump and one would make it. It had always been so.  
 
    The buildings were flat one-story dwellings constructed in a circle around the government administration building. The Feminola Empire ruled this planet in its entirety; the only places their grip didn’t reach were the polar caps. They were of course pawns of the People’s Republic but they had ruled this planet for so long that parliament didn’t want to execute all of them and have them replaced. It was easier to have puppets.  
 
    I stood in front of the administration building. It was hemlight steel dyed a soft hue of white with red trim. It towered above the dwellings by easily a quarter of a kilometer. Every village, no matter how small, had such a building to remind the residents that they were subjects of the Republic. Some would also use the word servants, or even slaves. But there were worse things than slavery.  
 
    I walked past the buildings and took only cursory glances into their interiors. The city had been vacated in a hurry. Meals were still on tables and clothes were hanging on ropes attached to trees. If not for the feeling of emptiness, it might have had a certain charm to it.  
 
    The administration building doors were open and I made my way up the steps and went inside. The interior was white Feminolian marble with vivid frescos on the walls and ceiling. Several lifts surrounded the main lobby leading to the floors above. I went to one and stepped on. 
 
    “Top floor,” I said. The doors slid closed and I began to rise. The top floor is where I would be if I were him.  
 
    A few moments later the lift’s doors opened and I quickly glanced down both sides of the hallway before stepping off. I readied my rifle and powered it up, the low hum comforting me as it charged itself. I stood in the center of the hallway and took in the scent: smoke, and lots of it. It was coming from the north up the hall. I headed that way.  
 
    I rounded the corner, my back to the wall to give him a narrower target. I held the rifle in front of me as it vibrated in my hands, letting me know it was fully charged and ready to fire. The smell of smoke was strong enough now that I knew a flame was near. As I continued down the hall, I could hear it, the slow crackle of fire. I made my way to the end and looked into what had once been the executive office of the leading bureaucrat stationed in this village. Hovering over a fire in the center of the room, the glass windows revealing the perfect blue of summer outside, was a man.  
 
    He wore no shirt and had smears of blood and heavens know what else over his body. He wore heavy boots that had been stained and caked with mud and there was a knife strapped to his right ankle. Around his throat was a necklace. I thought perhaps they were ornaments of some sort, or stones, but as I stepped closer I could see they were human eyes.  
 
    “I’ve been waiting for you,” he said, warming his hands in the fire though the temperature was boiling hot. “I saw you in my visions. The one that would kill me.”  
 
    “You never know, clone. You could end up killing me.”  
 
    “No, that’s not my destiny. It won’t stop me from trying. But I won’t succeed.” He looked to me and had the clear, white eyes of an albino. “Your destiny is not to die here.”  
 
    I aimed the rifle at his head. “You’ve killed a lot of people, Captain. It’s time to go back with me.”  
 
    He laughed softly, sadly. “I’m not going back. I can’t survive in a cage.”  
 
    “My orders are to bring you back alive voluntarily, or in pieces if you refuse.”  
 
    “Brave little Calista playing solider.”  
 
    I paused. “How do you know my name?”  
 
    “There’s a whole universe out there with secrets to reveal and you were sent here just to kill little old me.”  
 
    “You deserve to die, but my orders are not to kill you.”  
 
    “There’s a sniper waiting by the pick-up point on the far side of that hill,” he said, pointing out the window. “He’s going to take me out with a headshot from behind while we wait for transport.”  
 
    “That’s not true.”  
 
    “I’ve seen him too. He waits for me with sweat dripping in his eyes. He hasn’t killed before, I think. It’s an odd thing to kill someone. You take everything from them, even their memories. You wipe them from existence and even wipe their futures clean. Is there power greater than that? Am I not a God when I kill?”  
 
    “The people you killed were innocent—” 
 
    “Innocent? Is that some sort of joke? I freed them. I gave them their freedom, something they hadn’t had or even dreamed of having for generations. They were slaves and happy in their slavery.”  
 
    “Your orders were to come here and train the military, Captain. Not kill civilians.”  
 
    “In war, there are no civilians.” He pulled out his knife.  
 
    I pulled the trigger. Before the gun fired, faster than I could see, the captain flung the knife blade-first and it jammed in the barrel of my weapon. I flung the weapon away from me just as it imploded and cadium shots flooded the room like a spray of green water. I was hit everywhere and felt the burn running from my face down the right side of my body. I glanced up and saw the cadium boiling holes through the captain’s flesh, but he didn’t budge. A grin came over his face as he leapt in the air and brought out another blade that had been hidden on him, sending the tip barreling down toward my face.  
 
    I spun to my feet and leapt to the wall, pushing off and flipping over him as the knife narrowly missed my back and slammed into the floor. I reached for my own blade and brought it out.  
 
    The captain saw the blade and said, “Plasma blade? I haven’t seen one of those outside of a museum. They’re outlawed you know.”  
 
    “I know.”  
 
    “Where’d you get it from?”  
 
    “Afraid you won’t live long enough to find out.”  
 
    The plasma energy lit the hemlight steel edge of the sword and I lifted it above my head and swung down toward the captain. A stream of energy shot toward him and he ducked and spun out of the way as it tore into the wall. I flung another and another and another bolt of energy from the blade at him, all missing. As I lifted the sword for another blow the captain flung a desk chair at me and I sliced down with the blade, shattering it like glass. On the other side was the captain’s boot and it bashed into my face and sent me flying back.  
 
    He leapt into the air and came crashing down with an elbow to my forehead before coming up with a knee that caught me on the chin. He grabbed the hilt of the sword and spun away, ripping it out of my hands.  
 
    He held it up, admiring the soft blue glow of the blade, and then lifted it and attempted to fling a bolt of energy. The plasma current ran lengthwise up and then down the blade and shot back into his hands. He flew against the wall and I flipped over the fallen sword and came up with it held high, slicing down through his skull and chest and out his ribs. The top portion of his body slid from the bottom portion as blood flowed over the carpets, turning them black.  
 
    I switched off the sword, and walked out of the office.  
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    The small transport ship picked me up on schedule and the pilot was smiling. He unbuckled and came to help me into my seat as he saw the blood that was seeping from the crack in my skull where the captain’s elbow had fractured it.  
 
    “Where’s Captain Lusty?”  
 
    “He didn’t make it.”  
 
    “We’ll get you to a hospital. There’s a city nearby about two SGH’s away. Hang tight.”  
 
    The transport ship lifted off the ground and we jerked forward through the sky. The landscape of  lush greens and yellows held little attraction for me. Nature held no fascination for me and in fact made me uncomfortable. The cities, dense and neon bright, were where I thrived.  
 
    The pilot chatted and kept checking on me to make sure I was still conscious. Within two SGH’s we had landed on a docking pad just outside the Yunis City Hospital.  
 
    “We’re ready to go,” he said from up front as he began to unbuckle.  
 
    I ripped off my restraints and flew to the front, my blade drawn. It cut through the seat and the pilot’s chest and into the controls, causing a crackling of electrical current before fire erupted. I withdrew the blade and carved through the controls and they exploded in flame. I hurried off the ship. As I stood on the pad, I watched it burn.  
 
    My orders were clear: no witnesses.  
 
    An alarm went off somewhere and I hurried to the edge of the docking pad. We were easily two hundred floors up. Another docking pad was about ten floors below and I jumped. I felt the break in my ankles and heard the crunch as I collapsed onto my back. I forced myself up, hobbling, and made my way to the lift leading to the street below.  
 
    The fire crew was on their way up and their lift passed mine as I got to the bottom floor and limped out of the docking station, agony shooting through my legs. The street was packed with people going about their daily business. Yunis City was the third largest city on the planet and had a reputation as being a city full of strangers. It was a place, as every planet had, to get lost.  
 
    I walked down the street but only got a few paces before the pain in my ankles made me stop. I started again and had to stop and lean against a public transport station sign for a few moments before pushing on. By the time I reached the intersection I was dripping sweat and the pain had gone up my legs into my back. My injuries were more severe than I’d thought. I might have injured my spinal column as well. I wouldn’t make the rendezvous point in time and they would leave me here.  
 
    A hovercar stopped next to me at the intersection. It hung a couple of meters above the ground. The driver was young and listening to music, his head bobbing with the melody. I glanced around. Plenty of people. But in a large city no one noticed each other.  
 
    In one final push of strength I leapt onto the ship and ripped open the passenger entryway. I collapsed into the seat, the pain almost making me black-out.  
 
    “Fly,” I said.  
 
    “What—” 
 
    My hand caught his throat on either side of the Adam’s Apple and squeezed. The breath left him instantly and he tried to reach up with one arm and I pinned it down.  
 
    “Fly, or I’ll kill you and throw you out before flying it myself.”  
 
    He nodded.  
 
    The flight was slow but steadily we made progress, just fast enough that we wouldn’t attract the attention of any authorities. Law enforcement in Yunis consisted of the Republic’s administrative authorities. They were a planetary-wide agency that was technically a branch of the military. They also handled intelligence gathering and acted, in many ways, like parliament’s personal secret police.  
 
    “Where we going?” he asked.  
 
    “I’ll tell you when we get there.”  
 
    I caught a view of myself in the reflection of another ship and even from a distance I could see that I had lost all color in my face. The pain was now rising through my spine and I knew several vertebrae had been crushed. The throbbing in my head was working its way down my neck. I felt hot and faint.  
 
    “Go to the restaurant in the west side quadrant nearest to the sewage treatment plant.”  
 
    “Redelo’s?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “You … um, you hungry?”  
 
    “Just fly.”  
 
    We flew in silence a long time. He was navigating the streets well but was too cautious in his flying and I guessed he had just been licensed.  
 
    “You fly too slow.”  
 
    “It’s my dad’s hovercar. If it got even a scratch on it I’d be dead.”  
 
    “I’m not interested in your ship.”  
 
    He looked to me. “You don’t look so good. Do you want to go to a hospital?”  
 
    “No, I’m fine. Just get me to the restaurant.”  
 
    The streets were narrow and filled with shops and crowded tenements and government buildings. People filled the sidewalks, walking in the shadows of the massive buildings that tore into the sky.  
 
    “So where you from?” he asked.  
 
    “Just fly.”  
 
    “Sorry. I’m nervous, you know.”  
 
    “You don’t need to be nervous, nothing’s going to happen to you.”  
 
    We neared a toll station. The ship came to a stop and I touched the hilt of the plasma blade. But the boy just paid the fare and we continued.  
 
    Before long we were in front of a rundown building with a sign out indicating dinner was now being served. Absently, I tapped the blade. My strength was nearly gone. I turned and looked at the boy. He was young, much younger than I initially thought. I climbed out of the passenger entryway. I fell to my knees. The boy landed the ship and ran over. He helped me to my feet.  
 
    “Thank you,” I mumbled. “Take me over there.”  
 
    We walked to the building next door. It was vacant and the door was unlocked. I turned to the stairs since I knew the lift wasn’t working and he continued to help me. My arm was around his neck as I couldn’t put any weight on my legs any more. We got to the top floor and I saw the stairs leading up to the roof. I pulled away and turned to him.  
 
    “Get out of here, and forget you ever saw me.”  
 
    “I can stay and help if you want.”  
 
    I grabbed his collar and brought him near me. My vision was blurred at the edges and I felt dizzy.  
 
    “Listen to me very carefully: if you tell anyone about me or where you dropped me off, you will be dead.”  
 
    “Who else would kill me?”  
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “You said ‘I will be dead’ but didn’t say that you would kill me. There must be others with you that would kill me. Who do you work for?”  
 
    I took in a deep breath and felt the tightening in my lungs. “Smart boy. But I’m serious. Don’t ever mention me to anyone. No one. If you do, you put their life at risk too. Now go.”  
 
    I watched him walk to the stairs and glance back. He looked at me a short while and then turned and went down the stairs.  
 
    When he turned his back, I unsheathed my blade, flung a bolt of energy, and his head burst like a small fruit.  
 
    I began heading to the roof. 
 
    Each step was more painful than the last. I got halfway up the stairs when I fell and slid back a few steps. I lay there, wondering whether I could make it, then I grabbed the banister and pulled myself up. I used my arms to crawl up the stairwell and made it to the door leading to the roof. I pushed it open and a ship was waiting for me. I attempted to stand or get on all fours but couldn’t, so I crawled to it and commanded the ship to open. An opening appeared and metallic steps unfolded in front of me.  
 
    I crawled into the ship and set it on automatic pilot back to the command ship. Then my vision blacked and I lost consciousness.  
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    I woke up in a bed with light blue sheets. The room was dark but the stars shone through the ship’s massive floor-to-ceiling viewports. I felt a tugging on my leg and looked down to see a med-bot busy at work repairing the damage. He used an electromagnetic pulse to re-set the bone and then massaged the ankle, knee and spine with small bursts of electrical energy to set the healing pathways, the meridians, straight. I lay back and let him finish.  
 
    When the med-bot was done he injected me with synthisone—a healing agent mined on a planet not far from here—before hovering above the bed and scanning my body from top to bottom for any other injuries. When it was satisfied there were none, it turned and left out the door which slid open before closing again.  
 
    I lay in bed staring at the ceiling.  
 
    There was suddenly the soft sound of the door alert letting me know someone wanted to enter.  
 
    “Come in.”  
 
    The doors slid open and Colonel Jorge Amaru stood there, his hands behind his back as if he were facing a firing squad. Never once had I seen him relax and it was rumored that he had only smiled once in his life: when a new cadet had slipped on some ice and broken his back.  
 
    He walked over and examined my legs before sitting down on the edge of the bed. It was the first time I had seen him relax. He looked out the viewports.  
 
    “You get so wrapped up in things up here,” he said, “that you forget how beautiful the stars really are.” He looked down to me. “That was good work, Lieutenant Story. It couldn’t have been an easy assignment. I want to ask you something: that pilot, did you hesitate before you killed him?”  
 
    “No, sir.”  
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “That’s what I was ordered to do. When we sign with the fleet everyone knows their life is forfeit. Even if he would’ve known, he shouldn’t have resisted. For the good of the mission.”  
 
    He nodded quietly, looking out the ports again. “And the youth? What about him?” 
 
    I couldn’t see it, but I had no doubt my eyes went wide. “Sir….” 
 
    “No need to respond. I’m glad you did it. Compassion is a wasted emotion. How can you lead people if you can’t do what’s necessary to get the job done?” He exhaled. “You’ve been selected for something very special, Calista. It’s something that most in the People’s Republic, much less the People’s Armed Forces, don’t know about. Unfortunately, I can’t even tell you what it is until you accept. Do you have any family?”  
 
    “No, sir.”  
 
    “No one at all?”  
 
    “No, sir. My parents abandoned me to an orphanage on Earth with no documentation. I don’t know if I have any siblings.”  
 
    “Well, I was going to say you would never be able to see your family again but I guess that’s not an issue.”  
 
    “Can you tell me anything about the assignment?”  
 
    “You will be at the cutting edge of the militaristic and scientific frontiers, Lieutenant. The forefront of clone affairs. You will have a top-secret clearance and know things about what’s going on in the galaxy that you have never dreamed. You’ll travel to places you didn’t even know we could travel to and do things you didn’t think possible. But there’s a price: your life, even more so than now, is ours. Only a small percentage of the people chosen for this survive their first month. If you live a year, you have made it.” He rubbed his hands together. “A war is coming, Calista. Between men and clones. I know it. I can … feel it. You will be giving us permission to turn you into even more of a weapon than you are now. After that, your life will never be the same. But I need to know now if you accept.”  
 
    I glanced out the ports to the stars. I didn’t see any beauty; I saw unmined planets and secret moons filled with enemies of the Republic that I loved. I saw ships smuggling prohibited contraband and politicians accepting bribes and selling our futures for a few measly units.  
 
    “I have nothing but the armed forces, sir. I will do whatever is asked of me. I accept.”  
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    It took a few weeks for my legs to heal with constant treatments from the med-bot. Once the meridians were straightened, the electromagnetic energy sped the healing process and slowly mended my torn legs and damaged spine.  
 
    Within a few hours of my legs being healed, two marines came and got me from my room. I was able to fit everything I owned into a duffle-bag. It was predominantly my clothes and a few weapons, souvenirs I had taken from those who had fallen in battle to me.  
 
    The corridors of the ship were cramped and the air was re-ventilated and stunk of human sweat. The hallways were lined with cargo boxes filled with uniforms, weapons, and spare parts. I made my way down to the hangar deck where a predator class A-6 transport ship waited for me. It only seated four people and was meant for reconnaissance missions, but also had one of the longest lasting hyperspace drives in the entire fleet. FTL travel was common enough—traveling a light year in seconds by warping space-time and folding it like paper—but the problem was hyperspace cores melted over time due to implications of dark energy warping with space-time. But the A-6 was good for over a thousand jumps. It was routinely used to transport bureaucrats from one place to another.  
 
    I climbed aboard and strapped into one of the seats, the safety belts buckling over my chest and waist. A pilot climbed in, only taking a cursory glance at me before buckling himself in and waiting for the green light from the flight deck.  
 
    The command was given and the A-6 turned and began down the long corridor before hooking into the main track. The ship stalled a few seconds, and then the track shot it forward with such force that I was pressed into my seat, my cheeks nearly tearing from my face. The periphery of my vision blurred into nothing and then … there was the blackness of space, filled with the distant sparkle of stars.  
 
    We received clearance to jump into hyperspace and within a few seconds the pilot blacked out. Hyperspace travel dropped the blood pressure so low that few people could see what occurred during the actual jump. Trackers, the highest level of law enforcement in the People’s Republic, were the only ones trained to stay awake. Trackers … and hunters.   
 
    But if you were one of the few who could stay awake, intense euphoria and even carnal pleasure would radiate through your body. For me, it was always pleasurable. And for some, it could become an addiction. 
 
    When we jumped out of hyperspace I saw that the pilot was still out and the ship was hovering above a gleaming blue planet. I could see only one small land mass: an island.  
 
    The pilot came to and stretched his neck from side-to-side. He looked back to make sure I was awake but didn’t say anything. He messaged the command center on the planet and then took the A-6 into orbit.  
 
    The closer we got, the more the planet gleamed. Four suns were in the solar system and light reflected off the water so brightly I had to look away as we entered the atmosphere. The ship nose-dived, and it only took a few seconds, but the heat jumped to nearly three hundred degrees Kelvin. Usually it caused instant migraines, but the pilot didn’t seem to notice.  
 
    We flew in quickly and he brought the ship over the water and skimmed the surface. I could see waves of foaming white all around us as we jettisoned toward the island. It was off in the distance but we were traveling so fast that it grew larger every moment until the ship suddenly jerked to a slower speed and we rose in the air enough to have a clear picture of the flight deck. We landed with a thud that would have thrown me out of my seat if I wasn’t strapped in. The A-6’s auto brakes slammed and I was flung forward as we came to a stop.  
 
    When the ship stilled, I looked out. There were buildings around us. Not built high in the air, probably no more than a three or four stories, but seemingly going on for great lengths. They appeared to have been made by hand out of the surrounding wood and bush of the island.  
 
    The cockpit opened and I unstrapped myself.  
 
    Two men awaited me as I stepped off. Before my feet even touched the ground, one of the men had a holopad in front of me. The document was a waiver releasing the military of any liability in case of my death. I handprinted it and gave it back to him.  
 
    “Lieutenant Story,” the other man said, “I’m Colonel Cole Caleb. Welcome to Silore.”  
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    I was taken in a transport vessel that fit exactly four and we headed out over the terrain. We sped past the buildings and into the interior of the island. The surface was sand and trees as far as I could tell. Occasionally there were rocky shores of black or gray stones, but for the most part there was nothing but sandy beaches and thick forests.  
 
    I looked to the colonel but he didn’t look back. His eyes were forward and his back perfectly straight. A scar ran along the base of his throat and I saw that he was missing two fingers on his right hand. I had the same scar. 
 
    We rode for nearly a whole SGH before we came to what I thought were a series of tents. As we drifted to a stop, I saw that outside the tents soldiers were showering with little more than hoses hung on trees, and playing cards with holovids and using the toilets which were out in the open for everyone to see.  
 
    The colonel stepped out, as did the pilot. The pilot spoke to him quietly a few moments, nodded, and then got back into the vessel before speeding off back the way we came.  
 
    “This way, Lieutenant,” the colonel said.  
 
    I followed him past the tents. It was co-ed and the men and women stared at me as I passed. Many were laughing or playing and they would stop when they saw me and just stare. We got to a gray tent and the colonel stepped inside. There were two chairs and he motioned to the one across from him. I sat down and he sat across from me and pulled out a holovid. He watched the three-dimensional screen a long time and I could hear much of it: it was my service record.  
 
    “Impressive,” he said when it was done, “but it doesn’t mean anything here.” He threw the holovid on a table. “Every person you saw has the same record as you. They’re all hotshots and looking to make a name for themselves. Not all of them are like us … with our genetic advantages, but they all want glory.”  
 
    “I’m not looking for that.”  
 
    “Then what the hell are you doing here?”  
 
    “I got nowhere else.”  
 
    Colonel Caleb broke into laughter. “You kiddin’ me? Lieutenant, there’s a lot better ways to die than comin’ here. Now get your ass up and go set up your bunk. There’s no night here because of the suns so we sleep in four-hour shifts. Got it?”  
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Good. And one more thing: some of the recruits have … disfavorable views of clones. The less they know, the better. Understood?” 
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
    He looked me over. “Get goin’.”  
 
    He reached over to a pile of sacks and threw one to me. They were filled with a sonic brush for my teeth, a few changes of clothes, a blanket and small pillow, some rations, and a homing transmitter. As I stepped out of the tent the colonel pointed in the general direction of the bunks and I began to walk.  
 
    No one said anything to me as I passed. It was odd; it wasn’t just that they weren’t curious or wary, they didn’t want me here. The scar on my neck was prominent and I had no doubt they knew its origins.  
 
    I got to a large tent and looked inside. There were bunks stacked five high. The pack had a number on it and the bunks had numbers on them and I assumed they matched. I found my bunk near the back and there were some drawers next to it and I began to unpack.  
 
    “Wouldn’t put anything worth a damn in there.”  
 
    I looked to the top bunk above mine and a woman was lying there reading a holopad. She was covered in tattoos and wearing a tank-top with the thick, green pants that each of us was issued.  
 
    “People steal anything they can use or trade,” she said. “If you catch ’em though, the penalty is fifty lashes.”  
 
    “Where should I put it?”  
 
    “If I told you, how do you know I wouldn’t steal it?”  
 
    “Just have a trusting nature I guess.”  
 
    “That’ll get you killed out here.”  
 
    I stepped closer to the bunk. She was reading some sort of text on the screen; it was a religious text. She turned it off and placed it down as I approached.  
 
    “I’m Calista.” I saw something carved on her bunk. “Karma. Is that your name?” 
 
    “That’s just what everyone calls me.”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Because if you screw me I’ll always get you back.” 
 
    “Hey, Karma,” a man shouted from behind us. I turned to see a group of them walking by with what looked like a thick steel ball with a handle on it. “You ready?”  
 
    Karma sat up and jumped off the bunk. She walked over to them and one of the men said, “Who’s that?”  
 
    Karma looked to me. “She’s a rookie. Come with us, rook. Let’s see what you’re made of.”  
 
    I put the rest of my things in the drawer and followed them. They didn’t wait for me and I walked behind, listening to their conversation. They spoke about some of the training that was going on and rumors that were going around.  
 
    One of the men said, “I heard a clone killed the administrator on Helron 5 and escaped.”  
 
    “Bullshit,” Karma said. “I used to work with clones, they don’t have the balls.” She glanced back to me. “No offense.” 
 
    “Work?” one of the men said. “You mean you did some time with them.”  
 
    “What can I say? Trouble seems to come to me.”  
 
    We went outside and walked through the jungle of trees and brush. I felt the heat in my arms and head, running down over my body. It was more intense than I thought it would be and I guessed that Silore had a weak atmosphere which allowed the intense radiation of the suns to pound us.  
 
    We came to a clearing in the jungle and one of the men laid two small discs out, one on either end of the clearing. A small micro-gravity field projected upward about a meter.  
 
    “You ever played, Buz-Kashi, rook?” Karma said.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Simple. Take that ball and put it in your goal over there. The other team can stop you any way they can, and you can stop them any way you can.”  
 
    We split into two teams and began in the center of the clearing. Two of the men stood there and stared at each other.  
 
    A buzzer sounded from one of the goals and the ball was thrown in the air. As it fell back one of the men grabbed it and the other elbowed him in the face and ripped it out of his arms. He went back with the ball as his teammates blocked for him. There was a path around the main force and he ran for it, the ball held firmly against his chest.  
 
    Karma jumped for him and the man rose up with a knee, bashed her in the face and sent her sprawling to the ground. I was the last person standing between him and the goal.  
 
    He was rushing me with a grin on his face and was sprinting so fast I could only guess that he wanted to barrel right through me.  
 
    “Get him, rook!” Karma shouted.  
 
    I lowered my center of gravity and stood still. I watched his eyes; his feet could lie but his eyes couldn’t. But they didn’t move; his plan was to run through me.  
 
    As he approached I heard a low growl from him and he lowered his shoulder to impact against my face. I jumped and spun my hips and my leg thrust out, smashing my heel in to his jaw, shattering it and sending him on his back unconscious. I could hear him snoring. 
 
    I looked up and everyone on the field was staring at me. I grabbed the ball, which was made of steel and far heavier than I thought, and began running toward the goal on the other side of the field.  
 
    The other team snapped to attention and rushed to me. My own team didn’t move to help.  
 
    Two men sprinted at me from the right and left, and as they neared one dove for my knees, the other for a straight tackle. I leapt and spun over them and heard a crack as they collided. When I landed, another man was already on top of me and I fell to my back and caught him with my heels, sending him flying over me. I was up and running again.  
 
    There was one more male. He stood calmly at the end of the clearing near my goal. He snorted mucus out of his nose and kept his hands on his hips as I neared. I could see he was the biggest in the group and his muscles bulged and rippled. A scar ran along the base of his throat.  
 
    He stood right in front of the goal, staring at me, unblinking. I stopped as I got near him, the ball held low.  
 
    “Move,” I said.  
 
    “Make me.” 
 
    I kicked out toward his groin and he twisted his knee and blocked my foot. I spun and thrust at him with another kick and he smashed his elbow into my shin and sent pain rocketing up my leg. I began jabbing at him with my free hand and then jumped into the air, smashing my two knees against his chin, which didn’t even faze him. He responded with a punch to my midsection that sent me flying to my back, to the cheers of his teammates.  
 
    He came near me and I rolled to my feet. I dashed for him and could see his hands curl to fists and his head lower. He swung, and just before impact I fell to my back. I slid in between his legs and flipped up, my legs slamming in to his back and throwing him forward onto his stomach as I tossed the ball over the goal and it hovered, glowed, and recorded a point.  
 
    Karma came over as the man got to his feet.  
 
    “That there was a dangerous move,” she said. “This is Sy Caleb. As in: the colonel’s son.”  
 
    He walked over to me, rubbing his back. “Interesting move.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I said, pulling the ball out of the gravity field and tossing it to him.  
 
    “What’s your name?”  
 
    “Calista.”  
 
    “Well,” he said, holding the ball up, “it’s your ball.” He threw the ball to me and we walked again to the center of the field.  
 
    We played another hour and a half. It was something I had grown accustomed to. Soldiers, no matter where they were, used sports as a release. It was something that could put a smile on your face and make you forget where you were for a short time.  
 
    I learned names and backgrounds in between points. Karma and Sy were fighter pilots. In the People’s Republic of America, as the sole government on Earth, they had few needs for delineation. All branches of the military served under the discretion of the People’s Army; fighter pilots trained and worked alongside special ops and Navy and mechanics and assassins. 
 
    Big Hank was there as well and introduced himself. He was an engineer and focused on weapons systems and propulsion—the two most important aspects of a starship, as he happened to mention.  
 
    “What about life support?” I said.  
 
    “If you can’t go nowhere or defend yourself you won’t live long anyway.”  
 
    There was also Ro. I never learned her last name and didn’t know if she had one. She was more reserved than Karma and only said what was necessary. She took the game seriously and would only talk to those who asked her a direct question. When I asked her what her position was, she replied that it was none of my business.  
 
    When the game was over we went back to the residency tents and I gathered a few things for a shower as Karma climbed to the top bunk and kicked off her boots.  
 
    “No real point to showers here,” she said, going back to her holopad. “The humidity will have you sweating again in no time.”  
 
    “Why cut your hair, it’ll just grow back.”  
 
    She shrugged. “Suit yourself.”  
 
    I went to the showers and undressed. Several men were around and they looked over as I turned on the water and stepped in, but they didn’t stare long and soon turned away. When I was finished I headed back to my bunk and lay down. I stared at the bottom of Karma’s bunk and listened to the conversations around me. Two young men were talking about a recent clone attack on the colony of Nasteta 2. They were a colony of excavators, sent there to drill for natural resources, most notably copper. They were peaceful and unarmed and the clones had supposedly attacked with a biological weapon that had wiped out the entire colony.  
 
    “That’s just rumors,” one of them said. “We woulda heard about it down here.”  
 
    “I’m telling you, it’s what my brother told me. The clones are rebelling, they’re attacking with everything they can get their hands on.”  
 
    “So what? I can take a bunch of cappin’ whore clones.”  
 
    Cap. I hadn’t heard that slur in a long time. As I listened to other conversations, they all revolved around a supposed attack in this or that location by rebel clones. Clones were primarily used as whores or cannon fodder or servants. I had learned in my time at the People’s Military Academy that they had been designed to be docile. Most of them couldn’t rebel if they wanted to.  
 
    Then again, there were those rare ones who would break their genetic heritage and fight. And then there were those who were sent after them…. 
 
    “Hey, rook?”  
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    Karma leaned down. “I told you what I did before coming here, right?”  
 
    “Yeah, fighter pilot.”  
 
    “So what’d you do?”  
 
    I hesitated. “Mechanic.”  
 
    “I don’t think you were a mechanic.”  
 
    “Well I was.”  
 
    “What’d you repair?”  
 
    “Ship engine cores.”  
 
    “You’re lying your ass off right now.” She climbed back up. “Doesn’t matter though. Out here, we’re all just meat for them to do what they want.”  
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    The next morning we were abruptly woken up. Each tent was a different platoon and each slept for four hours, had four hours of training, four hours of rec time, slept another four hours, four hours of training and so on. My head throbbed as I woke from lack of sleep but it wasn’t because of the four hour shifts. I hadn’t slept well for months.  
 
    After dressing in the standard green uniform, we were all brought out and stood in line as a headcount was taken. The colonel came and looked us over and said a few words to the drill sergeant before the training shift officially began.  
 
    We were taken through the jungle to another clearing and I realized these were man-made. At the other end of the clearing were targets, and before us rifles. We were ordered to the ground in teams of two, one navigator and one sniper. My nav was Karma. She pulled out the ocular enhancers and clipped them on over her face. I peered through the Keeler 41-A Sniper Rifle.  
 
    “You ever fired one of these things, rook?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “And where’d a mechanic fire a rifle worth more than a ship?”  
 
    I didn’t reply and she looked back to the target. She began directing me to the target which was more than five kilometers away. Wearing the ocular enhancers and firing the 41-A were mutually exclusive. The rifle was meant to shoot small ships out of the sky and it took total effort to not rip your arms out of your sockets.  
 
    “Forty-two, twelve, fourteen, thirteen, fourteen again, left two millimeters … that’s it, lock and fire.”  
 
    I held down the auto-lock and the rifle charged up in a few seconds. I fired and the recoil nearly knocked me backward, the padded shoulder rest of the rifle digging into my flesh. A burst of purple phased matter shot out of the barrel. It connected and obliterated the metal target, melting it into liquid that cooled in the Silorean air. It continued through the trees behind the target for farther than we could see.  
 
    “Nice shot, rook.”  
 
    “What are we doing here?”  
 
    “Target practice.”  
 
    “No, I mean on this planet. I don’t get why we’re all here. Why do they have a fighter pilot doing target practice?”  
 
    She took the enhancer from her face. “No one told you?” 
 
    “Told me what?” I said, ejecting the boiling chamber from the rifle.  
 
    She stared at me a few moments and then said, “I think you better have a talk with the colonel.”  
 
    Target practice lasted the full four hours and we fired hundreds of times. Toward the end my shoulder was raw but my handling of the rifle became smoother. I felt like I knew where Karma was telling me to go from only a few coordinates and we began outpacing the other teams.  
 
    When we finished, we were given four hours of rec time to spend doing whatever we felt like, which was mostly just reading, sleeping, or playing sports. I decided to stop by the colonel’s tent. 
 
    The colonel was sitting at a desk reading something I had not seen since I was a child: a book. Most information was shared through holopads, and if you were wealthy you could afford a synaptic uploader and have the information uploaded into your hippocampus directly through a port that’s installed behind the ear. Very few actual books were in existence anymore and if they were they were antiques.  
 
    “What can I do for you, Lieutenant?” he said without looking up.  
 
    “Permission to speak freely, sir.”  
 
    “Granted.”  
 
    “Why are we training here?”  
 
    “You weren’t told?”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    He turned to look at me. “This facility and mission is volunteers only. You volunteered for a mission without knowing all the details?”  
 
    “I was asked, so I said yes.”  
 
    “Interesting take on it. Have a seat, Lieutenant.”  
 
    I sat down across from him and he finished reading the paragraph he was on and closed the book. He pushed it into a thick case and then pressed a button that released the air from the case.  
 
    “The humidity destroys books,” he said. “I lost dozens before I learned that lesson.”  
 
    “I haven’t seen one in a long time. I wasn’t sure we even had any more. There’s more efficient ways to get information.”  
 
    “That seems to be the MO of your generation: efficiency. Everything’s gotta be just right. I bet you never even considered that you could read solely for pleasure.”  
 
    “I haven’t—” 
 
    “Colonel.”  
 
    An old man in a ragged uniform walked through. He appeared hardened, and though his skin was wrinkled with age there was toughness to him. He looked at me and then back to the colonel.  
 
    “What is it, Major?”  
 
    “Priority message coming in through the comm. We got a visitor on the way.”  
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Eh, for your ears only, Cole.”  
 
    He looked to me. “This is Major Nathaniel Herr. He’s second in command down here, Lieutenant.”  
 
    “Lieutenant?” Herr said. “What’s a lieutenant doing with this lot?”  
 
    “She volunteered, though she didn’t know for what.” He looked to me. “We’ll talk later Lieutenant. I have to take this call.”  
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    I rose and went to walk out. Major Herr didn’t budge and I was forced to go around him. I stood outside a while and enjoyed the sunlight before going back to the tent. Karma was snoring above me and I lay down and closed my eyes, dreading another night of no sleep.  
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    The most difficult part of training was the lack of rest. There were entire weeks where we would do nothing but run. Run for every shift and at every opportunity we had. The scenery was incomparable: one day we would jog through forests and the next over sandy beaches and the day after that rigorous runs up and down the two small mountains on our island.  
 
    We drilled hand-to-hand combat endlessly and had teams of experts flown in from all over the galaxy. We trained with every weapon, from sticks to repulsor fists to EP blockers—a type of neural enhancement that helped the user move more quickly. At night, I was asked to wear a special synaptic uploader that I noticed no one else was required to wear. Someone would check on me every night to ensure I had it on. As far as I could tell, it was just soft, not unpleasant, noise.  
 
    After one particularly brutal run, we collapsed in front of the tent. Karma and Sy were lying next to each other and their hands brushed lightly and they looked to each other and then away.  
 
    “You know, rook, you never did tell me what you did before coming here.”  
 
    “Yes I did: mechanic.”  
 
    She looked at me and smiled and I couldn’t help but smile back.  
 
    “One day you just might trust me, rook.”  
 
    Rumbling tore through the air and we saw a flash in the sky above. A ship had passed through the atmosphere and was on its way down near us. It came around to nearly where I had been dropped off weeks ago and I heard a transport ship leaving the training facility to pick them up.  
 
    I rose and we decided we needed to eat. The mess hall wasn’t far and we walked there together. Sy picked up a strand of the harsh grass that was found all over Silore and began to chew on it.  
 
    “You going out on patrol tonight?” Karma asked him.  
 
    “No, I got a waiver so I could get some sleep. I’ve been out on patrols for the past four months.” 
 
    “There’s nothing on this island,” I said. “Why do they need to send us out on those things?”  
 
    “Training, I guess,” Sy said. “Discipline, whatever. They don’t really need a reason.”  
 
    We entered the mess hall and sat down with a man named Thaddeus. He was, by all accounts, the most amazing engineer in the People’s Republic Army and for some reason had been thrown in with us. I was amazed at how much talent was really here and I tried to find out everything I could. Karma and Sy refused to tell me why we were out here, insisting that if I didn’t know there was a reason for it and that the Colonel would tell me in due time.  
 
    Thaddeus said, “Getting a new shipment of supplies day after tomorrow. There’s supposed to be new rations; no more gruel I hope.”  
 
    “It’s all going to be gruel,” Karma said. “Doesn’t matter.”  
 
    Thaddeus shrugged and took a bite of the thick, black slop that passed for food around here. “I saw that sword,” he said to me. “It’s a plasma sword, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “Man, I would love to take a look at that sometime. Those things are rarer than beautiful women on this rock.”  
 
    Karma threw some water on him.  
 
    “Hey, easy, just kidding.”  
 
    “Where did you get that sword, rook?”  
 
    “It was given to me on a special day.”  
 
    “Could you be any more vague?” 
 
    “Lieutenant Story.”  
 
    I turned and saw the major standing there, hat tucked under his arm. My companions turned away from his gaze but I stared at him unblinkingly.  
 
    “Come with me, Lieutenant.”  
 
    I rose and followed him out. He led me to the very rear of the encampment to a small building. He bent down and placed his eye on a scanner and it opened the door. We stepped through and the door shut behind us.  
 
    Inside, the colonel was leaning over some star-charts as what appeared to be a navigator was calculating distances and predicting trajectories. The colonel was listening and had an expression on his face as if he were being asked to do something unpleasant. 
 
    The major cleared his throat.  
 
    “Oh,” the colonel said, “we’ll continue this later.”  
 
    The navigator nodded as he glanced to me and then gathered the star-charts, which were three-dimensional projections from a holopad, and left the building. The major followed and only the colonel and I remained.  
 
    “Lieutenant, we were told you were the best at what you did. I’ve been keeping an eye on you out here and your performance seems to back that up.” 
 
    “What is it we do here exactly, Colonel?” 
 
    “You were an assassin, one of the best. But what we do is train a special type of assassin: hunters. Out of an entire class, only one prospect is chosen. That prospect doesn’t know it’s them we are training. You are that prospect, Calista. We have other purposes, training of elite pilots for example or army engineers, but our main task is to train clone hunters. There are only three in existence at any given time. When one dies or is otherwise disposed of, they are replaced and … we had one recently turn on us. You are taking their place.” He flipped a switch and a vid came on in front of him. “Watch this.” 
 
    I saw the cockpit of a ship. Two men, and a beautiful woman behind them. In a flash, the woman jumped up, broke the pilot’s neck and strangled the co-pilot with his own safety belt. She leapt from that ship onto another and was gone.  
 
    “What do you think?” the colonel said.  
 
    “Incredible. Extremely efficient.” 
 
    He nodded. “She’s a clone. And not just any clone, a terrorist. Perhaps the worst one we’ve seen. She is the hunter whose place you are taking.” He leaned against the console. “When your training here is complete, you will be going after her. No one will know who you are or who you work for. That’s not how this operates. You will go in, eliminate the target, and come out. You are going to be part of a very elite agency, Lieutenant Story, one that only a handful in the military and the parliament know exists. We are the forefront of defense for the People’s Republic. We do all the things no one else wants to do. And you are authorized to terminate anyone that stands in your way. And by anyone, I mean literally anyone. Even your superiors.” 
 
    I stared at the screen. A clone. One that moved flawlessly and was as deadly as anyone I had seen. A real test.  
 
    “When you signed on,” he said, “I know you thought there was no turning back. But I don’t want people here that don’t want to be here. I’m giving you a choice: we can send you back now, or you can stay. If you stay, your life will be nothing but killing. Few people have the stomach for that type of work. This particular clone, who went by the name Ava, didn’t have the stomach for it. At least we thought so, until she started hitting military targets. But it’s a special type of killing. You will be terminating your own kind. Do you have the stomach for it?” 
 
    I glanced from the screen to him. “I do.”  
 
    He grinned and nodded. “Major, speed up her completion of the training and get her a dossier on Ava.”  
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    We shot into space like a fire-bat out of a Nelorian heat pit and the sky turned black as we broke through the Van Allen belt and fired into space. I wanted to get some distance before engaging the FTL drive, but I also was curious about the woman sitting next to me.  
 
    She was something I’d never seen: beautiful and deadly. Almost too beautiful: her features were so perfect that it almost disoriented me to look at her. I had to keep myself from looking at her too long.  
 
    “So you never told me where you planned to go once you were off Helron,” I said.  
 
    “King’s Grace.” 
 
    I looked to her. “Is there anywhere you go that isn’t full of people looking to cut our throats?” 
 
    “You don’t need to take me there, Larso. You’ve done enough for me. If you just want to drop me off as close as you are willing to go I would appreciate it.” 
 
    I exhaled. “I’ve got to make one stop first.” 
 
    “Dropping off your cargo?” 
 
    “How’d you know?” 
 
    “I don’t know many freighters outfitted with a cannon like that. I figured you for a smuggler.”  
 
    “Smuggler’s such a dirty word. I prefer entrepreneur.” 
 
    She grinned. “What’s the cargo?” 
 
    “Medicine, for an outpost in Beta.” 
 
    “The People’s Republic isn’t sending them any?” 
 
    “The People’s Republic couldn’t give a cap about anything near the rim. They think they’re savages and want to wait until they ‘evolve,’ whatever the hell that means. They don’t help them at all. In fact, there’s a lot of pirate raids out there where they rob them of the few supplies they have. I have a hunch that they do that with the sanction of the Republic.”  
 
    “So you’re a humanitarian?” 
 
    “No, I do what I do for profit. If there weren’t any pay in it I’d be doing something else. I just happen to be hauling something worthwhile this time.” I checked our nav routes. “I’m going to be engaging the FTL drives and jumping into hyperspace. May want to get comfy.”  
 
    “I don’t go into a coma.” 
 
    “What d’ya mean?” 
 
    “I’ll be up during the jump. But don’t worry, I’ll find something to do.”  
 
    “How do you stay up during an FTL jump?” 
 
    “It’s nothing special. It just takes intense concentration.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay, well, don’t break anything.” 
 
    I held my hand over the controls for a moment. Just a slight hesitation. Did I really trust her enough to pass out for two SGH’s in front of her? What choice did I have? We had to get to where I was going and unless I wanted to be ninety when we got there, FTL was the only way to do it.  
 
    I hit the FTL drive ignition and lost consciousness almost immediately. 
 
      
 
    A lotta sound was what woke me up. Grinding metal. I stirred awake, my eyelids fluttering as I came to. The ship had come out of FTL and was drifting in orbit of May 3, a planet of the star Beta. I stayed in my seat a moment to reorient myself. The headache, known to pilots as a hangover, was pounding in my ears so bad I thought I might pass out again from the pain. I reached into a compartment next to me and took out a bottle of pills. I popped one and it slid down my throat and I felt it dissolving instantly.  
 
    I sat up, the hangover dissipating, and unbuckled myself.  
 
    Well, I was alive, so that was good. At least she hadn’t killed me in my sleep. I walked to the main hold of the ship and saw her there melding various bits of hemlight steel together.  
 
    “What’re you doing?” I asked.  
 
    She turned to me. Her face had smears of grease and her hands and nails were black. But somehow she still looked stunning.  
 
    “How was your nap?” 
 
    “Like being punched to sleep by an Elite. What’re you up to?” 
 
    “Just a little modification to the cannon.” 
 
    “What modification?” 
 
    “The plasma array was off kilter almost three degrees. I’m just making a stabilizer to adjust for the discrepancy.” 
 
    I looked around at the bits of steel and plastic strewn around the deck. “You’re making a stabilizer out of a bunch of spare parts?” 
 
    She nodded, placing goggles over her eyes to protect them from the bright glare of a laser melder joining two pieces of hemlight steel.  
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Moore,” a soft female voice echoed through the deck. The ship’s AI core.  
 
    Ava stopped and looked at me. “I was impressed when I met her. Not many ships this small have an AI core.” 
 
    “Kali’s saved my butt more times than I can remember. Isn’t that right, Kali?” 
 
    “That is correct, Mr. Moore. The intruder has been using resources for an unwarranted modification. I attempted to dissuade her but she would not listen. Shall I execute her?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’ll be necessary, but thanks.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    I looked to Ava. “Making friends wherever you go I see.” 
 
    “She started it.” 
 
    Kali said, “That statement is incorrect, Mr. Moore.” 
 
    “It’s all right, Kali. She’s a friend. Take it easy.” 
 
    “We will arrive at our destination in point three standard galactic hours.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Ava turned the melder off and lifted her goggles up to her forehead. “So where are we going exactly?” 
 
    “May 3. It’s just a little outpost with only two cities on the entire planet.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    “No reason you would have. There’s nothin’ there. But I think you should probably stay on the ship. My business won’t take long.”  
 
    She shrugged and went back to work. I watched her a little longer and then went back to the main cargo hold and checked the freights. There were about two hundred of them, all packed with medi-gels and keen-biotics and healing wraps and even a few things I didn’t recognize. It would be put to good use on May 3. And the ten thousand units I’d be getting wouldn’t hurt either.  
 
    I finished my check and headed back to the cockpit just as we entered orbit. I strapped myself in and gave a message over the comm for Ava to find the nearest seat and do the same. The ship lit up crimson and rattled as we entered the gravitational field and then the atmosphere. It took less than a minute to break through and we were in the red skies of May 3.  
 
    A message came through and I saw it on the viewscreen. It was from the Bureau of Clone Affairs, addressed to me. I deleted it and focused on landing the ship. 
 
    It was tough to make out much since this entire planet was one color. The sky, the land, the mountains, even the oceans, red—a dark red, almost like blood, the result of a thick electron field covering the planet. The light from the stars would break through and be stained red. I couldn’t imagine having to live with that day in and day out.  
 
    “Kali, bring us in to the base will ya.” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    As Kali took over the ship I leaned back and checked the disruptor pistol tucked into my waistband. In this business you dealt with crooks almost exclusively. When it came to getting for you and yours, everyone turned out to be a crook, just at different prices.  
 
    The ship slowed over a landing pad and then gently glided down. I unbuckled and got up to see Ava already back at work. Or maybe she worked the entire time and ignored my request.  
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I said.  
 
    “I’ll be here.” 
 
    Kali released the ramp and I stepped off. The atmosphere was breathable but thin and I couldn’t stay here long without needing supplemental oxygen. The inhabitants had gotten used to it though and many were top-notch athletes because of their high levels of oxygen uptake. That was the one natural resource May 3 seemed to export.  
 
    Several men were on deck waiting for me. Not the same men I had dealt with in my previous drop here. These guys looked rough and not a single one smiled or reacted as I approached and said, “Somebody expectin’ me?” 
 
    “You Larso?” asked one of them, a large bald man wearing an odd-looking war-suit.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He nodded to two other men near him who brought out a small case and set it down between us. They flipped it up. It was filled with Earth units: the most valuable commodity in the galaxy; they were considered inflation proof. I thought they were a fool’s bet and that weapons and ships were more valuable, but I never underestimated the gullibility of the public in believing anything their government told them. I would always trade them for hard goods whenever I had the chance.  
 
    “Where’s the cargo?” he said.  
 
    I clicked the comm on my wrist. “Kali, please unload the cargo.”  
 
    The ship hummed as the cargo bay doors opened and the platform holding the goods was lowered to the deck. The two men that had brought out the credits went over and opened a few of the crates and then nodded to the man I had been speaking with.  
 
    “Come with us,” he said. “We have someone that wants to meet you.” 
 
    “All the same, boys, I gotta get goin’. I have another pick-up to make.” 
 
    The man behind him lifted a plasma rifle and aimed it at my face. “We insist.” 
 
    “Come to think of it, I am kinda thirsty. Lead the way.”  
 
    Most of the men turned to the cargo but I followed the bald one and what seemed like his bodyguard or companion. We went off deck and past several tents. It was almost like a small city. But I knew the real action was underground. Even on this remote backwater of a planet, they were still paranoid.  
 
    We walked through the red sand and I realized I was huffing and puffing, my legs straining to keep up. The men looked back at me and chuckled as they kept moving up a small hill. We came to a boulder and the bald one opened a door on the ground that revealed a set of stairs. They waited until I went down first before following.  
 
    The stairs were long and wound all the way down into the darkness until the artificial neon lighting revealed the cavern underneath. It was a bar. Tables were placed all around the sand and a massive viewscreen was turned to some non-Republic sanctioned channel playing pornography. Music was blaring and patrons were drunk and stumbling around. Normally, I would say this was my kinda place but something about it seemed off.  
 
    “Over to your right,” the bald one said.  
 
    I went down a long corridor and came to an opening that led to an office of sorts. A man in a war-suit was sitting behind a desk, a partially nude woman lying on the ground in front of him. He was snorting colmb root and had the glazed-over look of an addict.  
 
    “Sit down,” he said without looking up.  
 
    The bald one actually pushed me down into my seat so that wasn’t a problem. The man offered me a hit of colmb and I declined.  
 
    “So,” he said, wiping his nose and putting his boots up on the desk, “you’re the one that delivered the medicines we needed.”  
 
    “Guess so.” 
 
    “Well, they’ll be put to good use.” 
 
    I could detect the sarcasm in his voice. “Will they?” 
 
    “Sure will. We’re gonna sell ‘em for a hundred times what we paid for ’em. Hell, we might even release a little Norian Plague here and there to get folks nice and desperate, ain’t that right boys? See, when your kid’s sick, you’ll do anything to make ’em better. At least most folks will. They’ll even sell themselves just to get their hands on the medicine.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, the stupidity of what I’d just done dawning on me. “You’re slavers.” 
 
    “Flesh entrepreneurs is the preferred term.” 
 
    “I’m sure it is.” 
 
    “And the thing of it is, we’re protected. I bet you didn’t know that.” 
 
    “Protected by who?” 
 
    “The Republic. See, these little worlds out here, they ain’t part a the Republic and anything that ain’t part a the Republic is ’gainst the Republic. So they let us do what we want as long as we don’t rebel or try and form our own governments. Ain’t that just the damnedest thing?” 
 
    “It sure is,” I said, glancing to the two men behind me. “Well, if that’s all, I think I’ll be going now.” 
 
    “Here’s the problem with that, soldier, you ain’t gonna bring anything back to us I reckon. See we read about you and I just don’t think you’re one to deal with entrepreneurs like ourselves. So if you ain’t gonna work with us, then we ain’t got no use for you. But we might have use for your ship there.” 
 
    I heard scuffling behind me. Two men came in holding Ava. She appeared calm though they were clearly being rough with her.  
 
    “Found her on the ship.”  
 
    The man at the desk looked to me. “Now who is this pretty young thing?” He stood up and walked over to her. “Hi there, darlin’. What’s your name?” 
 
    She smiled but didn’t say anything.  
 
    “Well, you are just full of surprises, aren’t you, Larso?” 
 
    “Take the ship and let us go. You got what you wanted.”  
 
    “See, now why would I do that? I can have this pretty thing here and you and your ship. Why would I just let you go?” 
 
    “’Cause if you don’t, you won’t get a single bandage of that cargo.” 
 
    He turned to me. “Now how’s that?” 
 
    “I have frag detonations in several of those crates. I can set them off remotely and poof, there goes your profit.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    “Do you honestly think I’m that stupid to come to this planet unprepared? There’s no law here.” 
 
    The man swore under his breath and walked back to the desk. He reached into a drawer and pulled out a pistol and pressed it against my forehead.  
 
    “I ought to kill you right now.” 
 
    “Kali, if my heart stops please detonate the explosives in the cargo.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” came the reply through the comm on my wrist.  
 
    He pressed harder into my flesh, and then lowered the pistol. “Let them go.”  
 
    I stood. “It’s been a pleasure, but I must run. Take care now.”  
 
    Turning, I grabbed Ava and headed down the corridor without looking back. We didn’t speak until we were on the stairs heading up to the surface.  
 
    “That was clever of you to do that.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t. I’m stupid enough to come here without being prepared. There’s no explosives.” 
 
    She grinned. “You’re cute when you’re scared.” 
 
    “I wasn’t scared. Well … I was a little scared.” 
 
    We got up to the surface and walked back to the flight deck. The units were still there and the cargo had been unloaded. Several men stood around and eyed us and I figured it was about time we headed out. We boarded the ship and I strapped myself in as Ava did the same next to me.  
 
    “Thank you for picking that up, Kali.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Mr. Moore. May I make a suggestion? Perhaps it’s best we not return to May 3 any time in the near future.”  
 
    “Suggestion noted.”  
 
    The ship lifted and I pointed upward as I turned on the thrusters and we gained enough velocity to break the planet’s gravitation. We got out of the atmosphere before Ava said, “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Well, you said you needed to go to King’s Grace. I don’t have another shipment to pick up for a few days so I thought I could use the break.” 
 
    “You don’t have to come with me.” 
 
    I glanced to her. “What can I say? I’m a sucker for a pretty girl in trouble.”  
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    An MX 19 stealth cruiser, one of the finest I’d ever seen. It was slick black hemlight steel with a cockpit just large enough for two. It had four main thrusters and two auxiliaries with a ground and mounted cannon fore and aft. And the best feature of all: a cloaking system. It wouldn’t turn the ship transparent or bend light or anything of the sort, but to various detection systems the ship was a ghost.  
 
    The suit I had been given was a thin black mesh, nearly impervious to sonic disruptor fire. The sonic blast would dissipate on the mesh, taking away most of the force before it ever touched my body. I loaded that and several weapons onto the MX and left Silorian space. The planet disappeared behind me and spun as I twisted the controls and tested the thrust and torque.  
 
    “Take it easy up there,” Karma’s voice echoed in my helmet. She was seated in the number two position, her seat behind mine and turned backward so that she had eyes in all directions. It had been easier to procure a second person for this than I had thought. In fact, the colonel had encouraged it and Karma was probably the only one I trusted enough to be sitting behind me.  
 
    “You’re not upset with me, are you?” I asked.  
 
    “Would you care if I was?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Didn’t think so. But no, I’m not upset with you. When training ended I wasn’t sure where they were gonna send me. Poor Sy got sent to Aspian’s moons. He’s gonna be fighting pirates out there and sleeping in a tent in the freezing cold. So no, I’m grateful you picked me as your pilot. Where we going anyway?” 
 
    I clicked a button and a viewscreen turned on behind me at the back of the cockpit. Karma watched the video of the clone killing the two men and jumping onto a cargo ship.  
 
    “We’re going after her?” 
 
    “She’s a clone.” 
 
    “Where’d she learn to fight like that?” 
 
    “It’s classified, Karma.” 
 
    “You know where she is at least?” 
 
    “That video was taken on Helron 5 so I did a search for that cargo ship. It had picked up two hundred and fifteen crates of medical supplies. The only planets that would need those are on the rim so it just took me a quick search to find out where they went: May 3.” 
 
    “May 3? Isn’t that like a smuggler outpost?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, I guess this partnership isn’t going to be boring.” 
 
    The ship tilted and spun and then I straightened up. Synchronizing with Karma, we punched in the coordinates and the FTL drive began charging for a hyperspace jump.  
 
    “I hate this part,” she said. “The waiting. You ever dream in FTL?” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t put me out.” 
 
    “Seriously? Mechanic my ass.” 
 
    I smirked. A light on the dash indicated the FTL drive was ready and I hit the thruster and then leaned back into the seat.  
 
    The first thing you notice about FTL travel is that your vision gets blurry, like you’re drunk, and you feel dizzy and lightheaded. It’s euphoric and I’d heard of people getting addicted to the euphoria and going on jumps for the high. Space junkies. One guy in my academy became so addicted he wore out the FTL drive on his ship and ended up in pirate space two hundred light years from home. I heard they skinned him and then mounted the body on their hull while he was still alive.  
 
    The actual jump was something else. The euphoria increased to a level where you didn’t think you could take anymore. And then, just on the cusp of thinking you would explode with pleasure, you would black out. When you woke up you would be in a different section of the galaxy. For those who could stay awake, the pleasure lasted much longer. 
 
    “Oh man,” Karma said.  
 
    I felt waves of sensation through my body. It was pleasurable, though I rarely let myself relax enough to enjoy it. I wouldn’t allow myself to adore it enough to become a junkie.  
 
    The pressure increased and I felt lightheaded, a tingling over my entire body. I heard Karma moaning into the comm. I ignored it and focused on keeping my mind sharp. The force of the ship increased and I was pressed back into the seat. Karma was orgasming, and was so loud I turned the comm off.  
 
    Then I felt pain. Still pleasurable in a way, perhaps even more so, but the pain radiated in my bones, and then, in a sudden jolt that jarred my body, we jumped.  
 
    The ship extended like a noodle and the stars twisted into a tunnel that we shot through like electrons off an atom. The universe became an atomic soup that we were swimming through and I kept my mind focused on a single thought. Sometimes it was a number or a word or a chant. Today I pictured the clone. I saw her killing those men and it brought me gratification to see them die. I saw the outlines of her body and the strands of hair that came down over her eyes as she broke the man’s neck with a pop.  
 
    I suddenly jerked forward and then slammed back into my seat. The jump had ended and in front of us was a giant red planet with moons circling it like sycophants.  
 
    I turned the comm back on.  
 
    “MX 19, this is ground control. Please state your business.”  
 
    “Republic override, Calista Story, one three seven three six.”  
 
    “Recognized. Please continue to landing zone three.” 
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    The ship dipped and dived like a fish in translucent water. It was so smooth I didn’t even notice the shift in gravity as we entered the planet’s gravitational well and the atmosphere. Normally heating up a ship’s hull, it didn’t even touch us.  
 
    We sped through the red sky toward the landing zone which was lit with blue lights. We straightened and I lowered the vessel until the landing gear clicked and rocked the ship to a stop. I shut off the engines and opened the cockpit and we climbed down. Karma had her helmet on and I shook my head, letting her know it wasn’t necessary. She slipped it off and threw it in the cockpit as I locked the vessel and a thick hemlight steel exo-hull lifted from the back and covered the ship.  
 
    We walked off the flight deck and two men were there. One was bald and fat and he looked me up and down and licked his lips like an animal, though that just could’ve been the intensely burning weather.  
 
    “Allo, darlin’. Where have you been?” he said.  
 
    “A ship landed here a SGD ago.” I pulled up their photos on my wrist-vid and showed him the faces of the two fugitives. “Do you recognize them?” 
 
    “Maybe I do and maybe I don’t.” He reached over and put his hand on my hip. “Question is, how you gonna persuade me to remember?”  
 
    “If you don’t tell me right now I’m going to cut you in half.” 
 
    “Oh!” he said, turning to his companion, “we got us a live one here. Why don’t you—” 
 
    The plasma blade sizzled as it flicked on and slipped out of its sheath. It sliced through the man at the genitals, cutting through gristle and fat and bone and sinew as if he were made of sand, the blade exiting at the top of his skull. His top half toppled over but his legs took a step. It looked so ridiculous I couldn’t help but grin.  
 
    I moved to his companion. “Tell me now.” I put the blade between his legs and moved it up to his genitals. 
 
    “Larso, his name’s Larso.” 
 
    “Who is he?” 
 
    “Just a smuggler. Nothing special. He brings supplies here. I don’t know who that woman is. She was with him. They came and dropped off some supplies and took payment. That’s all I know.” 
 
    “Where were they headed?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    I moved the blade up a tick, searing the flesh of his genitals. He shrieked.  
 
    “I don’t know! I swear I told you everything I know. Please stop!” 
 
    The blade moved down. “Do you have a star gazer here that could at least tell me the general direction they went?” 
 
    “Yeah, we got one of them. Silex has it. I’ll take you to him.” 
 
    I clicked off the blade and put it back in the sheath. The man swallowed and said something under his breath before he started walking and led us through the desert near some tents. Refugees. They were huddled together, several of them to a tent, trying to eat the scraps they had found or keep cool by taking turns fanning each other.  
 
    We passed the tents and went up a hill. Underneath a boulder was a door leading down to an underground cavern. I followed the man and turned to Karma.  
 
    “Stay up here,” I said.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Make sure they don’t cut off our escape or do anything to the ship.” 
 
    I continued down the stairs behind the man and could hear music. We came out into a bar. Naked girls were dancing on tabletops and their nude silhouettes were visible through transparent screens behind the bar and over a large dance floor. The music was a deep, primal bass. The rhythm was hypnotic. Almost too hypnotic, and I wondered if some sort of gas hallucinogen was being released through the vents to make the patrons more supple.  
 
    We reached the bottom of the stairs and the man turned to see if I was still there. He turned and led us into a corridor that led to what appeared to be a large office. He stopped and turned and said, “Why don’t you wait at the bar.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I need to ask permission if I can bring you back.” 
 
    “You mean prepare blasters to fire when I walk in.” 
 
    “No, no, no. Not at all. It’ll go better if I ask first and then bring you in. I promise.” 
 
    I looked back to the bar. “Hurry up.” 
 
    Walking out to the dance floor, I slipped past some dancers. One woman slithered her body against mine and wrapped her arms around my neck. I pinched the lateral cuta thoracic nerve of the third meridian near her ribcage. She toppled over in pain. I walked to the bar and sat down.  
 
    “What d’ya need?” the bartender asked.  
 
    “Simian brandy.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows as if impressed and unlocked a cabinet. He took out a bright red drink and poured it in a glass and slid the glass out to me. I shot the liquid down my throat. It burned all the way down and left the vapor which poured out of every orifice of my body. The vapor of Simian brandy was meant to be an added effect: it would sharpen your senses and give you energy, though it made me jittery if I drank more than one glass.  
 
    “So what’s a pretty lady like you doin’ in this capin’ place?” he said. 
 
    “Just trying to get some help.” 
 
    “Well you’re in the wrong place for that, doll.” 
 
    “Who runs this outpost?” 
 
    “Not really an outpost. We’re more like an independent colony. The People’s Republic don’t do nothin’ for us.” 
 
    “You sound bitter.” 
 
    “Well, what do you do when the cops are worse than the criminals?” 
 
    “So it’s not an outpost. But there has to be someone in charge.” 
 
    “Not really, but if there were it would have to be Silex. You’ll meet him soon enough. He’s in that back office there where your friend went.” He glanced around and leaned in closer. “I like you, doll. So I’m gonna tell you somethin’: run. Get outta this place and run. This ain’t no place for nobody and Silex is dangerous. He kills people over nothin’ and certainly wouldn’t have no qualms ’bout killin’ an offworlder.”  
 
    “Thanks for the advice, but if he has information I’m going to get it.” 
 
    “And what information is that?” 
 
    I pulled up images of the two I was looking for. “These two were here not one SGD ago. They sold some medical supplies. I need to find out where they went.” 
 
    He smirked. “Yeah, I know him. Larso … somethin’. I tell you though, them supplies ain’t gonna do no good cause they ain’t goin’ to the people that really need it. Silex is gonna hang on to ’em and sell to the highest bidder.” 
 
    “I don’t care. I just want to know where these two went.”  
 
    “Silex has got a star gazer in there, might be able to tell you which quadrant they shot off to. Don’t see no other way to do it though.”  
 
    The man came back out. I looked to him and he motioned for me to follow him. I stood up and the bartender grabbed my arm. 
 
    “Last chance, doll. Go up them stairs and don’t look back.”  
 
    I removed his hand and followed the man to the back office.  
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    We went down the corridor and I saw that the door leading to the office was closed. He pressed a button on the side and it slid open. I saw Silex sitting at the desk, a blaster placed on the table in front of him. I felt tingling on my neck and glanced back. Three men were there, staring at me. I walked into the office: another four men. Nine men total with Silex. I analyzed the space and the most efficient trajectory to take out as many as I could with a single movement.  
 
    “Please sit,” Silex said.  
 
    “I prefer to stand.” 
 
    He shrugged. “So what brings you to our little slice of hell?” 
 
    I brought up the images. “Larso and this clone. I want them.” 
 
    “Clone, huh? She didn’t look like one to me. If I’d a known maybe I woulda tried a little harder to keep ’em here.”  
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” 
 
    “You have a star gazer. Use it and tell me where their hyperspace trail led them to.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Even if I say please?” 
 
    He smirked. “You know it’s always the same with you PR types. You come in here when you need something but when you don’t we’re just beneath your gaze aren’t we? Untouchable. The Republic only cares about their people and to hell with everyone else.” 
 
    “Your lives are valueless to me. Tell me what I want to know and I’ll leave without harming any of you.” 
 
    The men chuckled.  
 
    “Harming us, huh? Now that takes balls, don’t it?” he said. “Why don’t we see if you have balls, huh? Strip her naked and tie her down to my desk and let’s just see what’s under there.”  
 
    Two men rushed me, one from either side.  
 
    I flipped back against the wall, and then forward as my blade ignited. I landed on his desk and swung in an arc as I flipped off the desk to the side, taking the heads off two of the men. Blaster fire from behind me—one hit me in the chest and I flew against the wall from the impact. I looked down to see that the sonic blast had dissipated without piercing my suit.  
 
    Crouching low, I sprinted for a bald one and jumped onto his shoulders before flipping off and swinging downward with the blade, cutting the man who’d shot me into two halves. The other one rushed me and grabbed the blade so I couldn’t swing it. I headbutted him, kneed him in the genitals, and then bit into his eyeball. He screamed and his grip loosened on the blade. I pushed the tip into his throat and then slammed his head down with my palm, forcing it onto the blade and up through the top of his head.  
 
    I spun and pointed the sword a few centimeters from Silex’s eye.  
 
    “Drop the blaster.” He did as he was told. I glanced to the bald one. “Do you know how to work the star gazer, fat man?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I only need one of you alive. Who has the most to offer me?” 
 
    Silex glanced behind me. I drew the energy into my blade and fell backward, slicing through the air as bolts of energy flung from the blade and into the three men trying to sneak into the room. The crowd outside panicked as the plasma energy tore through the bar and into the walls. I flipped back up to my feet and pressed the blade lightly into Silex’s throat.  
 
    “Where did they go?” 
 
    Silex slowly turned to a cabinet behind him. He pulled out a small machine and verbally inputted a code. Coordinates spewed out in an electronic signature and I memorized them. The star gazer could only give me the quadrant of where the ship was headed based on its ion trail. It couldn’t tell me what planet or even what solar system. But it was a start.  
 
    “Now you’ll let me live?” Silex said.  
 
    “Pick up your blaster.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Pick it up.” 
 
    “I don’t want to.” 
 
    “Pick it up.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I smiled. “You were tough a second ago. You were going to strap me down naked to the desk and rape me. Right?” 
 
    “Hey that was just fun and games. I was only kidding.” 
 
    “Really?” I turned to the bald one. “Strap him naked to the table, fat man.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    I elbowed him in the face and he yelped, blood cascading out of his nose. “Do it.” 
 
    The fat one walked over to Silex. He didn’t know where to begin so I gave him some help. I cut through Silex’s armor, revealing his skin underneath, a thin burn across his chest from the heat of the blade.  
 
    The fat one helped him stand. He started taking off his pants when Silex lifted the other blaster he’d concealed in his waistband and fired. I ducked, the sonic blast ricocheting against the walls of the office. I flew over the desk, the heel of my boot crashing into his jaw. He soared against the wall and swung with his fist and I slipped underneath it and jabbed my fingers into his eyes. He screamed and I slammed my elbow into his heart. I did it twice before he had a chance to react and then hit him with a spearhand thrust and a palm to his solar plexus.  
 
    He didn’t recognize it at first, but he couldn’t breathe. His heart had stopped. Silex tried sucking in breath and panic grabbed him as he realized he couldn’t. I turned away from him, toward the fat man. 
 
    “No, please. Don’t. I’m just here working for Silex. I keep track of the proceeds from the bar, that’s … that’s it. That’s all I do. Please, I’m not with them. I’m not one of them.” 
 
    I swept his legs out from under him and he fell with a thud to the floor. I walked past him heading out to the bar, and slid the tip of my blade across his throat. He was gasping and gurgling as I walked down the corridor to the bar. It was empty except for the bartender. I walked to him.  
 
    “Who are you?” he said, his lips trembling.  
 
    “The last person you will ever see.” 
 
    I snapped his neck and slammed his head into the bar and flung his body back into the bottles and mirror, which came crashing onto the floor. I headed up the stairs and opened the door and saw Karma lying there in the sand, staring up at the sky.  
 
    “Everything go okay?” she said.  
 
    “Perfect.” 
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    We walked back through the tents to our ship. We got a few glances but nothing more. A few of the men were armed and clearly part of whatever group Silex was in. They seemed confused as to what to make of us walking out of there so I made sure to resolve their confusion.  
 
    “Silex is dead. If any of you want to join him, make your move.” 
 
    The men exchanged glances but didn’t do anything. One of them lifted a rifle and placed it on a holster that was strapped to his back. He walked away from us. The others followed after him.  
 
    I disabled the ship’s armor and punched in the coordinates on the navicomputer. A three dimensional hologram appeared with several solar systems displayed.  
 
    “Aries Belt,” Karma said. “I’ve been there. Is that where we’re going?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m not sure where. It says there’s over seventy planets in Aries. We can’t search them all.” 
 
    Karma stared at the map. “Right here,” she said, pointing to a small solar system with six planets. “That blue planet is Lais. It’s a tourist spot, for vacations, and they have an information broker. If we got the units I bet he’s got some intel about who’s landing where.” 
 
    I looked to the little planet. I switched off the navicomputer and prepared for takeoff. “Get in. We’re taking a vacation.” 
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    The med bay on the station was excellent and after a few hours of surgery I was cleaned and wrapped in healing bandages. They permeated my skin with a mixture of pain medication, healing salve, and nutrients, giving me a pleasant lightheadedness.  
 
    The recovery rooms were bare. Just steel and windows. I stared out at the stars and the ships coming and leaving the station.  
 
    My door softy hummed, indicating someone was outside, and I said, “Yes?” 
 
    The door slid open and Kooney walked in. He was in a black military uniform with gold trim and he looked much more authoritative than he had the last time I saw him. He was in his element now, surrounded by bureaucrats and red tape.  
 
    “How are we feeling?” 
 
    “Like I got blown up.” 
 
    “You’re lucky to be alive, Marshal. Keynes was a dangerous man.” 
 
    “Is that really who I was sent after?” 
 
    “No, I did in fact want this clone. The death of Captain Keynes was just an … added bonus, I guess you could say. But you did the right thing. He would have hunted you to the ends of the galaxy for the rest of your life if you had let him live. He wasn’t one to let things go easily.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that impression.”  
 
    He exhaled. “So, Monica informs me that you would like the three remaining series Eights I have in my custody.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Hm, interesting proposal indeed. The problem is, Marshal, I use them myself. One is outside this door as we speak. When I visited you in Egypt, one was stationed on my ship waiting there for my return. I do not go anywhere without one. How about some Elites? Certainly a squadron of Elites can handle—” 
 
    “No, it’s got to be the Eight’s. I’ve never seen anything fight like them.” 
 
    “Remarkable, aren’t they? Only this government would be thoughtless enough to discontinue their use. But I digress. We were speaking about your request. I’m afraid the Eights are my personal guard and the fact that you managed to get one destroyed does not help your credibility.”  
 
    “If I’d known exactly what I was getting into maybe I could’ve been better prepared.”  
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. It’s senseless playing with conjecture. But I’m not an unreasonable man. I will give you one more series Eight and three Elite soldiers. But, as they say, I expect something in return.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This clone, and any others like her.” 
 
    “How many others?” 
 
    “We’re not certain. Though there is a … delicate matter that must stay between you and I.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He stepped closer to me. “A man named Prator. He is a clone, Marshal.” 
 
    “A male clone? I thought you said they were—” 
 
    “They are. They were all destroyed, except one. Prator managed to escape from the termination facility. We believe this clone, Ava, has been in touch with him.” He put his hands on the bed and leaned in close. “You must destroy her, Marshal, at all costs.”  
 
    “Why is she so important?” 
 
    “She represents a dangerous potential.” 
 
    “And what potential is that?” 
 
    “She can breed, Marshal. Both with other clones and with humans. Can you imagine entire bloodlines tainted with clone blood? She can have a half-human half-clone child. She can show the populace that clones are in fact … well … us. The point is: I would like you terminate them both.” 
 
    “Our deal was for one.” 
 
    “Our deal was to terminate a threat. If either one of them lives the threat still exists. It must be both … for your family.” 
 
    I was quiet a long moment. “I need a new ship.” 
 
    “Right away.” 
 
    He turned and left the room. I lay in bed staring at the ceiling. I then asked that the lights be turned off and I watched the glow from the healing wraps in the dark. I wasn’t sure when I drifted off to sleep but I remember waking when I heard a voice say, “Your healing is going well.” 
 
    I opened my eyes and saw the blue radiance of Monica standing in the darkened room. She had one hand on her hip and the other at her side.  
 
    “I’ve always been a quick healer.” 
 
    “So we’re going after the clone again I understand.” 
 
    “You understand correctly,” I said, shifting my back and groaning in pain. “Any idea where we should start looking?” 
 
    “I took the liberty of uploading several of Captain Keynes personal files before you extinguished him.” 
 
    “That’s one way to put it I guess. What files are these?” 
 
    “They were hidden on the planetary server used by Keynes and his personnel. Technically, it was against galactic law to hack planetary files without administrator approval. If you wish to report me to the authorities, I can send a message to—” 
 
    “Monica, stop. What files?” 
 
    “He had files on various people of interest. Exactly two thousand one hundred and seventy three of them. One of them was the clone you have been searching for.” 
 
    “Who are the others?” 
 
    “Various criminals and dissidents.” 
 
    “Is there one on a Prator?” 
 
    “Yes. Prator Haquim Othanis. Date of birth: unknown. Planet of origin: unknown. Race: unknown. Religion: unknown. Aliases: unk—” 
 
    “I get it. Where is he?” 
 
    “Last known whereabouts were King’s Grace Planetary Conglomerate.” 
 
    “Why does that name sound familiar?” 
 
    “King’s Grace is a neutral corporate subsidiary of Laban P.C., first established as a resort and center for corporate retreats.” 
 
    “That’s right, a neutral planet. Interesting.” 
 
    “Technically, Nephi, we have no jurisdiction there. According to the Treaty of Lucian, King’s Grace is an independent monarchy outside of Republic control. Your status as a marshal is meaningless there.” 
 
    “My status didn’t do much good with Keynes. Kooney’s getting a new ship ready for us, Monica. Make sure all the systems are debugged. We’re heading for King’s Grace.” 
 
    “Nephi, I must again stress that your authority does not extend to King’s Grace. Any act of violence is punishable by the authorities there as a crime, and if the act is sanctioned by the People’s Republic it may be seen as an act of war.” 
 
    “It’s a corporate retreat. What kind of army can they have?” 
 
    “They have, as the saying goes, friends in high places.” 
 
    “We’ll be nice and quiet. I promise. Please see to the ship and make sure everything’s where it needs to be.”  
 
    She looked at me in a way that my wife used to look at me and then began going through the wall. She turned and said, “I’m pleased you are doing well.” 
 
    “Me too.”  
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    King’s Grace is one of the most beautiful planets to see, even from above the atmosphere. The oceans are a dark green and the skies a deep crystal blue. Only one land mass exists, which essentially makes the planet an island. Few visitors are allowed to stay longer than one standard galactic month.  
 
    It was originally a resort for the wealthy executives of the only corporation still allowed to function under the People’s Republic: Labon Corp. I had studied as much about Labon as I could get my hands on, and its history was one of blood and corruption. It began in the twenty-second century as a small arms manufacturer and moved quickly into pharmaceuticals and then data management for interplanetary systems before moving into clone farming and illicit narcotics.  
 
    Commerce was the only thing that mattered on King’s Grace. Somewhere, far in the past, a deal had been struck between the Republic and Labon, allowing King’s Grace to still exist as an independent planet and squeeze every drop of blood from any planet it got its hands on. Yet I had to admit, the planet itself was a paradise.  
 
    We were cleared for landing in the spaceport, and as we entered the atmosphere I could see Larso was awestruck by the emerald oceans. They had that effect on people the first time they experienced them.  
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it,” he said.  
 
    “Wait till you see the surface.” 
 
    We landed and I waited until the ship’s engines turned off before I unbuckled. I was looking out the viewports, scanning the flight deck. I stood up and went to the onramp and Larso followed. The air was cool and crisp and had the scent of berryapple trees, as the spaceport had been cut out of the middle of a lush jungle.  
 
    No security personnel came to greet us and we walked off the flight deck, past a security gate, and into the terminals.  
 
    King’s Gate had a specific crowd it catered to and they were well represented: men in shining synthfiber suits with tanned skin. Few women ever came through here unless they came as servants with the men. This was mostly because King’s Grace had the highest number of upscale prostitutes per capita of any planet, a trade that was perfectly legal here. I received more than a few stares as we made our way out the terminals and onto the main thoroughfare.  
 
    “Who are we meeting with exactly?” Larso said.  
 
    “An old friend. Larso … you don’t need to be here. There’s no reason for you to be involved in all this.” 
 
    “I’m just here to see you off and make sure you’re okay. As soon as I know that, I’ll take off.” 
 
    I grinned but didn’t say anything. His devotion was sweet, but misplaced. I was no one to be fond of or want to help.  
 
    A hovercar zipped over to us and lowered to the ground as the top flipped up. A young man with curly hair sat in the cockpit.  
 
    “Get in, Ava.”  
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Chance. The old man sent me. Get in.” 
 
    A small ramp came down and I climbed up the steps and sat in the passenger seat and Larso sat in the back. The ramp retracted and we lifted and shot into traffic. The hovercars here went about in designated lanes; they seemed to speed as fast as they could and then stop abruptly when nearly colliding with someone else.  
 
    We hummed in between buildings and over people’s heads. We blasted straight through the city and I was impressed by the architecture. Though certainly not built as a metropolis, it had its charm. The buildings were the color of sand and melted in well with the background of trees and beaches. On several streets I saw the hovercars of the Administrative Enforcement Agency, the police force of King’s Grace. It wasn’t a place someone wanted to commit a crime. Crime brought down tourism and resort patronage, the lifeblood of the entire planet.  
 
    Before long we were flying through a path in a thick jungle. The ground was sand and the light from its two suns broke through the canopy and shone down fiercely on us.  
 
    “You don’t remember me,” Chance said, “but I’ve met you before.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. I was a kid then. Maybe nine or ten. My city had been deemed uncooperative with the Republic and we were sent to re-education camps. You blew up a transport that had me and my mom on it. Blew the entire front end off and the transport split in two. We escaped from there and then got off the planet. I never got to say thanks for that.” 
 
    I stared off into the vegetation. “Glad I could help.” 
 
    Eventually we came upon another town, though much smaller. This one was made of huts and was built directly on the beach, not ten meters from the ocean. The hovercar slowed as we weaved in between the huts and came to a stop in front of a three-storey near the shore. The ramp reappeared and I stepped off without saying anything to Chance. Larso followed me.  
 
    “This is quite a change,” he said.  
 
    “The person we’re meeting doesn’t like ostentation.”  
 
    I walked to the hut and scanned my hand over an OV scanner on the door. It clicked open and an electronic voice said, “Welcome, Ava.”  
 
    We walked in and the door slid closed behind us.  
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    The hut was decorated how you would suspect a hut on the beach would be decorated. Several old busts were up in the corners and the furniture looked to be made out of the local trees. A fish tank holding all manner of beautiful fish took up nearly an entire wall, and on the wall opposite were antique fisherman’s tools.  
 
    He stepped out from the hallway and looked me over. His hair was white now from age and his face leathery and tan. He smiled and opened his arms and I ran to him and hugged him.  
 
    “I’ve missed you,” he said.  
 
    “I couldn’t stay away for too long.” 
 
    “I heard about the unfortunate Director Keynes. That was good work.”  
 
    Looking back to Larso, I said, “This is Larso. I couldn’t have escaped without him.”  
 
    The two men met each other halfway. “Larso, my name is Prator. Thank you for taking care of my daughter and bringing her back to me.” 
 
    Larso looked to me, surprise over his face, and then back to Prator. “You’re her father?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He looked to me for an explanation but I didn’t give him one. Instead I went to the kitchen and said hello to the servants and left the two of them to talk. Several women who appeared much like me were busy in the kitchen cooking. They ran up and we hugged and kissed and they were making a big fuss over me that made me somewhat uncomfortable but was also flattering.  
 
    Outside the windows, I could see a man with his shirt off. Covered in tattoos from his face to his toes, his muscles glistened in the sun. He was standing on the sand with a sword and striking at air. His attacks were precise, and if they’d landed on someone, deadly. I went out the door to the beach, letting my feet sink in the sand, and waited until he wanted to speak.  
 
    “What’d you come back for?” he said, continuing to practice.  
 
    “I’m a part of this too.” 
 
    “Your part’s done. You should leave. It’s not good for the old man to keep having his heart broken.” 
 
    “Vane, when I left before it wasn’t by choice.” 
 
    “Really? What would you call it?” 
 
    “A plan was in place. One that had been around a lot longer than I’ve been alive. I couldn’t tell you about it … so I just left.” 
 
    “Three years,” he said, stopping and turning to me. “You’re gone for three years and you didn’t even say goodbye? You didn’t even drop a line to let me know you were alive.” 
 
    “It was wrong.” 
 
    “It was wrong? It was wrong? Are you cappin’ kidding me? We had a life planned out together. We were promised to each other … we loved each other. Or at least I loved you. And you don’t even tell me where you’re going?” 
 
    “It was what my father wanted.” 
 
    “Your father wanted you to be happy. I could’ve made you happy.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to say. I’m just sorry.”  
 
    “Ava,” I heard my father yell. I looked back to him. “Would you like to eat out here? The meal is ready.” 
 
    “Yes, Father.”  
 
    The women began bringing the food out and setting up tables. Larso stepped outside and looked at me and then at Vane.  
 
    “Who is this?” Vane said.  
 
    “This is Larso. He’s a friend.” 
 
    The two men glared at each other a moment and Vane went inside the house, but not before bumping his shoulder into Larso.  
 
    “He seems friendly,” Larso said.  
 
    “He’s a little surprised to see me. It’ll wear off.” 
 
    “From what I can gather it seems everyone’s pretty surprised to see you.”  
 
    I glanced away. “Come and eat. This food is fresh and hasn’t been processed. You’ll love it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    We sat at the table and ate with the ocean next to us and birds flying overhead and dipping into the sea and coming up with silk fish in their beaks. The food was hot and tasty, and as we dug in Father stood up and held his glass of ale high.  
 
    “To the return of my daughter. I did not know if I would ever see her again, but I should have known she would refuse to die from sheer stubbornness.” A chuckle from everyone but Vane and Larso. “Ava, you are always welcome here with open arms.” 
 
    We drank and ate and talked. I glanced up and saw Vane staring at Larso.  
 
    “Can I help you, brother? Larso said.  
 
    “I ain’t your brother, squid.” 
 
    I chimed in and said, “Larso, maybe we should set up our rooms.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, not taking his eyes off Vane.  
 
    We left the table and walked into the house. Walking through the front room to the set of stairs leading up, we waited until we were on the top floor before speaking.  
 
    “Ava, I should probably go. I don’t think I’m very welcome here.” 
 
    I stood looking out a window down at the table outside. “Larso, I’m going to trust you more than I’ve ever trusted anyone in my life. Are you worthy of that trust?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’m going to anyway. You see those people outside? They’re all clones, Larso. Including Vane and my father.” I turned to him. “And they’re going to destroy your race.”  
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    The new ship was one of the most amazing I’d ever seen. It didn’t even have a name or make or model number. Completely off the records. I climbed aboard and found Monica speaking to three men in blue and white uniforms. Even inside the ship, the Elites were fully armored and had their helmets on. It was rumored that it was custom, that they were just always ready for battle, but I knew that wasn’t true. Their helmets held various detection devices and they could monitor heart rates and perspiration  levels of people they encountered. A tactic used for lie detection.  
 
    “Nephi,” Monica said, “all is ready. The series Eight is up front waiting for you.”  
 
    I slipped past them and went up to the cockpit. An Eight was sitting in the seat next to mine and was ready to pilot the ship.  
 
    “Hi,” I said.  
 
    He responded with a high-pitch screeching.  
 
    “King’s Grace, can you get us there?” 
 
    More screeching and then the ship roared to life. The braces holding it in place at the port unlocked, the bay doors unsealed, the facility depressurized, and we began to slowly thrust out of the docking bay and into the wide-open expanse of space.  
 
    Leaving the facility behind, I watched as ships came and went, little splotches of light in the vast blackness. We flew past them soundlessly and twisted over until we were upside down, though that didn’t really mean anything out here. Then the thrusters shot us forward. We accelerated so quickly I was pushed back into the seat and could feel the pressure on my face before the engines ground, and the FTL kicked on and we burst into hyperspace.  
 
    Once we were traveling at a steady pace, I looked back. I couldn’t see Monica or the Elites. I unbuckled and went back there.  
 
    FTL travel was an odd experience for me. I know it was supposed to be pleasurable, but at the academy they trained us to take no pleasure in it. This was partly done by exposing us to it so much that our central nervous systems grew accustomed to the euphoria and it brought less and less pleasure every time. It could induce orgasm though, and that was something they could never train out of you, so you had to keep your mind concentrated or you’d lose yourself in it.  
 
    The Elites were all up, and though I couldn’t see their faces I could tell by the glances they were giving each other that they were shocked I was up as well. And not just up, but walking around. Something few people even knew was possible during FTL.  
 
    “We’re going to King’s Grace,” I told the Elites. “It’s a violation of several treaties and galactic laws for us to be doing this. If we’re caught, they will disavow any existence of us. So we cannot get caught. Under any circumstances. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” one of the Elites said, his voice metallic as it came through the helmet.  
 
    “We’re after two clones: a male and a female. Let’s see if we can get them to surrender first. I would prefer no bloodshed if possible. But I think they’ll respond with violence. At that point, terminate them both.”  
 
    “Affirmative.”  
 
    A series of small rooms were off to the sides. Cabins. I went to one, the first one, and the steel door slid closed behind me. A bunk was set up against the wall and I sat down and exhaled slowly. My heart slowed to roughly one beat per minute during FTL travel and I wasn’t able to get blood everywhere it needed to go. I lay down and put my arm over my eyes.  
 
    I reached into my pocket and pulled out a holopad. Flicking it on, a three-dimensional vid of my family at home came on. My boy was playing with a dog in the front yard. He was six in this vid. My wife was behind him, leaning against the doorframe watching him.  
 
    “Thanks for the doggie, daddy!” 
 
    “I love you, pal.” 
 
    “I love you too, daddy.” 
 
    I froze the image and stared at him. I clicked it off and put it back into my pocket. A moment later I took it out and played it again. 
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    “Nephi?” 
 
    My eyes opened. Monica was standing above me, hovering in the air. She waited patiently as I sat up and rubbed the sleep outta my eyes.  
 
    “We have arrived at King’s Grace, Nephi.” 
 
    I rose and went out to the main corridor of the ship. The Elites were lined up against the wall in formation, waiting for their orders. Eight was standing near them, powered down.  
 
    “Administrator Kooney has informed our contact that we have arrived,” Monica said. “He will be aiding us in apprehending the fugitives.” 
 
    “All right, let’s go.”  
 
    Stepping out into the cool, clean air of King’s Grace, as compared to the humid recycled air of a Republic facility or the heated, dense air of the ship was like jumping into a cold river. It woke my senses and I had to stop a second and enjoy it. The sunlight from two stars was hot on my face and I could smell the jade sea.  
 
    A transport waited for us as we walked off the flight deck. We climbed in and the driver sped away without a word.  
 
    “Who is this guy we’re meeting?” I said.  
 
    “Tiberius Finch,” Monica said. “A merchant, more or less.” 
 
    “More or less?” 
 
    “He was apprehended one standard galactic year and five months ago for the smuggling of colmb root into Republic space.” 
 
    “Why would the Republic care about that?” 
 
    “Colmb root is still illegal, Nephi. Although the statute is rarely enforced. Only in special circumstances.” 
 
    “Like when they want to put pressure on somebody who’s selling it.” 
 
    “Precisely.”  
 
    “Why was he important enough to arrest?” 
 
    “As an information broker he has many connections the Republic does not. We wished to utilize those connections. In exchange, he is kept out of exile and allowed to continue his operations. He has proved most useful, on occasion.”  
 
    The transport sped in between other hovercars and whirled past buildings, narrowly missing them. I glanced back to the Elites. They were facing forward, their armor still securely fastened to them and I wondered if they slept with it on.  
 
    A tunnel led underground and we flew down. Within a few moments, a stink filled my nostrils and a putrid warmth hit my face. The smell of death and crowds of people living in filth.  
 
    Masses were huddled together in some makeshift city. They crowded tunnels and attempted to stop us at every turn selling items no one needed. We turned down a dark corridor. A shop was set up there.  
 
    “Tiberius is inside, Nephi.” 
 
    I stepped out of the transport and told the Elites and Eight to wait for me. I went inside.  
 
    Lights glared down at me and the shop was filled with all manner of goods, none of which I could see the starving inhabitants down here using. There were fine silks and silver bowls and sculptures and clothing.  
 
    “What are these people doing down here?” I asked Monica. 
 
    “King’s Grace has banned cloning and have not allowed slavery in any form for one hundred and twenty-four years, seven months and twenty-two days. Instead, they import low-skilled laborers, but the aristocracy does not wish them to live aboveground as they feel they will lessen the beauty of the city.” 
 
    “So they stuff ’em down here, huh?” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    A fat man in ornate garbs that shimmered under the lights was standing at the counter flipping through a manifest of some kind, and didn’t glance up from it until the glow from Monica’s projection hit his eyes. Then he looked up and stared at her.  
 
    “A ghost. I have not seen one of them in person.” 
 
    “Are you Tiberi—” 
 
    “Upp upp,” he said, holding his hand out. He pointed to the back. I followed him as he went through a door into a storage room. “It is not safe to speak out there.” 
 
    “Are you Tiberius Finch?” 
 
    “That is the name I am called. I assume you are Administrator Kooney’s servant?” 
 
    I ignored the insult. “You know who I’m looking for?” 
 
    “I do indeed.” 
 
    “Take me to them.” 
 
    “Well, there is the small matter of payment to address first.” 
 
    “Kooney said he already paid you.” 
 
    “While that is technically correct, the sum he has paid was not commensurate with the risk on my part. I believe a renegotiation is in order.” 
 
    “Monica, how much did Kooney pay him?” 
 
    “Twenty-five thousand earth units.” 
 
    I whistled through my teeth. “A small fortune. Definitely more than any of these poor souls have.” 
 
    “While I agree with you that it is a substantial sum, if the authorities were to discover what I have done I would be banished from the planet. I would lose all I have worked for. So in comparison, twenty-five thousand seems like a paltry sum, I believe you must agree.” 
 
    I stared at his eyes. They were cold and distant and I had no doubt that no matter what Kooney had paid him he would be asking for more.  
 
    “Monica, how much is that transport ship worth?” 
 
    “Approximately six thousand units.” 
 
    I said to him, “You can have that transport ship after we’re through.” 
 
    “Is it yours to give?” 
 
    “It is now. I’ll make sure you get it.” 
 
    He thought a moment. “What else?” 
 
    “That’s all I have.” 
 
    “And the ghost.” 
 
    “You want Monica?” 
 
    “There are only a handful of such models. Especially such … beautiful models. Because of the nature of the business I conduct, she is worth far more to me than to you.” 
 
    “Nephi, though I am yours to do with as you please, I would suggest not surrendering me to Mr. Finch. The planetary defense grid access alone is enough to ensure—” 
 
    “Relax, Monica, I’m not giving you away. Bring up Kooney and tell him that Tiberius is blackmailing us and that the operation is cancelled. Let him know I will apprehend Mr. Finch and bring him in for prosecution.” 
 
    “Prosecution? For what?” 
 
    “For the export and distribution of colmb root.” 
 
    He thought another moment. “I see you are well informed. Very well, twenty-five thousand and the transport it is.”  
 
    We went out front and waited until Tiberius and what looked like an assistant came out. Tiberius took one look at the Elites and Eight and said, “This will not do at all.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “They are too conspicuous. Wait a moment.” 
 
    He went back into his store and came out with clothing of various types. “Please have them wear these.” 
 
    The Elites seemed uncomfortable, but they were technically under my command and so they placed the clothing on themselves. Their helmets, however, still easily identified them as Elites.  
 
    “Helmets too I’m afraid,” Tiberius said.  
 
    “You heard ’em boys.” 
 
    The Elites were hesitant, but they complied with the order.  
 
    My mouth nearly dropped open.  
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    “Monica,” I said. “Tell me they’re triplets.” 
 
    “No, Nephi.” 
 
    Sitting in front of me were three men, tall and dark skinned with black curly hair. Identical. Their eyes had blank expressions as Tiberius placed hats on their heads, oblivious to what he was looking at. I turned back around as Eight was dressed up and Tiberius and his assistant climbed into the transport and we sped out of the underground city.  
 
    They were clones. Male clones. Kooney had lied to me. Elites numbered in the thousands and were the personal guards of high-ranking administrators. They had an entire army of them. Male clones … I looked back at them and they were staring forward, unblinkingly.  
 
    “How long have you known about this?” I whispered to Monica. 
 
    “The purpose and composition of the Elite squads were uploaded thirty-seven years, two months and—” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “You never asked.”  
 
    We raced along the edge of town, Tiberius giving directions to our driver. The ocean reflected the light of the suns so powerfully it was nearly blinding. The emerald waters would foam and crackle on the shore and then giant waves would rise farther out to sea and rush toward us, only to dissipate with time.  
 
    We went through jungles and small towns, beaches and canyons, and we spun around cliffs and jagged boulders that would have torn our transport to shreds. Speeding uphill, we came out to an opening revealing a small valley below. The transport stopped and Tiberius turned to us.  
 
    “That home nearest us, the large one close to the shore, that is the home of the man you seek. Prator.”  
 
    “Monica, enhance it please.” 
 
    An image projected into the air in front of us. It was a close-up view of the home. Several people, perhaps a dozen, were outside at a table eating and drinking. Two of them, a man and a woman, stood and walked away.  
 
    “Enhance those two.” 
 
    The image increased so that I could clearly see their faces. It was the clone and the man who had brought her here. 
 
    “It’s them,” I said. “I think we should … wait, what is that?” 
 
    Another transport came to a stop up from the house a bit. Two women got out, one blonde, one with jet-black hair wearing a tight black one-piece suit. She casually walked over to the group. The head of the table stood and I saw for the first time that he was my other target, Prator.  
 
    “They are all clones,” Monica said.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Initial scans indicate they are all clones.” 
 
    I glanced back to the screen and watched as the woman approached the group.  
 
    And then, hell broke loose.  
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    I’d never seen a planet that looked this lovely from up high. It reminded me of old vids of Earth I’d seen, before the Great Wars and the destruction of the biosphere. The oceans here were green and the giant landmass looked like a wound on the flawless jade expanse. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it,” I said.  
 
    “Wait till you see the surface,” Ava said.  
 
    We landed and Ava couldn’t wait to get off. She was the first on the ramp and I followed her. We got off the flight deck with no problems and then went into a busy terminal. Normally, this wasn’t the type of place I would go anywhere near. It was filled with administrative authorities, men in synthfiber suits, and women who appeared like they would alert the authorities to anyone that looked out of place. I was glad when we went through the terminal and came out to the front of the spaceport.  
 
    “Who are we meeting with exactly?” I said.  
 
    “An old friend. Larso … you don’t need to be here. There’s no reason for you to be involved in all this.” 
 
    “I’m just here to see you off and make sure you’re okay. As soon as I know that, I’ll take off.” 
 
    Truth was I didn’t know why I was here. I had a mission that I could’ve completed with the click of a button, and instead I was chasing around my target like a schoolboy. 
 
    She was beautiful and alluring, no doubt about that, but so were dozens of women who would have gladly welcomed me on a hundred different planets. There was something else about her, something that told me I shouldn’t leave her side just yet.  
 
    While I was contemplating this, a hovercar slammed to a stop in front of us. A young kid was driving.  
 
    “Get in, Ava.”  
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Chance, the old man sent me. Get in.” 
 
    That seemed good enough for Ava and she climbed in to the front as I got into the back. The hovercar lifted and took off. The two of them were speaking up front as I stared out into the expanse. It was such an odd mix: forests on the beach, giant mountains that carved the blue sky to pieces farther in the distance, and right smack in the middle of it the wealthiest city I had ever seen.  
 
    The buildings were skyscrapers by any means, but the quality of work that went into them was astounding. The doors had ornate carvings, the sidewalks were clean and unlittered steel. They shimmered in the light of the two suns as people went about their day, servants behind them holding umbrellas over their heads to keep the sun off.  
 
    We rode at top speed but the kid was good and I wasn’t worried. He was weaving in and out of traffic, between buildings and trees and over boulders, as we left town and sped along the ocean.  
 
    We came to another little town, much smaller and less grandiose, a village really. We stepped out of the hovercar and the kid lifted and took off, leaving us there.  
 
    “This is quite a change,” I said.  
 
    “The person we’re meeting doesn’t like ostentation.”  
 
    Ava stood in front of an OV scanner and the door clicked open. I followed her in. The home was decorated well, in a way that made me think of an archaeologist or historian’s home, someone who collected the past and stuck it in their house.  
 
    A man stepped around the corner. His hair was gray and his face dark and wrinkled from sun. He wore robes but even underneath those layers you could tell he was enormously muscular.  
 
    “I’ve missed you,” he said to Ava.  
 
    “I couldn’t stay away for too long.” 
 
    “I heard about the unfortunate Director Keynes. That was good work.”  
 
    “This is Larso. I couldn’t have escaped without him.”  
 
    He walked to me and so I did the same and we stood in the front room looking at each other. “Larso, my name is Prator. Thank you for taking care of my daughter and bringing her back to me.” 
 
    I looked from one to the other. “You’re her father?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I waited quietly for her to explain how this was possible. Perhaps, I thought, she meant father in the sense that Ava never had one and this man filled that role. But she didn’t explain. She saw some other women in the kitchen and she went to greet them.  
 
    “Thank you for helping my daughter,” Prator said.  
 
    “It was my pleasure.” 
 
    “Have you copulated with her yet?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Intercourse, Larso. Have you had intercourse with my daughter yet?” 
 
    I was quiet a moment. “No.” 
 
    “Good. See that you don’t. While you are a guest in my home, you will follow my requests. She has a very special destiny and it’s not time to fulfill it with a child just yet.” 
 
    “She … I mean, I couldn’t—” 
 
    “What I believe you wish to say is that she’s a clone, correct?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And that a clone is genetically engineered to not have the ability to conceive with a … well, whatever you call yourselves. Pure human, I assume. Well, in general, you are correct. In general.” 
 
    I stared at him and he grinned and then turned and walked away. I was left in the front room by myself. I took in a deep breath. I’d had worse greetings, I told myself.  
 
    I decided to stay in the front room a bit and just walked around and looked at the decorations. A lot of weapons were up on the walls or held in displays. Some of them appeared so old that they’d crumble if I touched them. As I went around the room I looked out a window onto the massive backyard filled with grass and flowers and fruit trees. Ava was talking to some man. He was thickly muscled and covered in tattoos. A sword was in his hand and he was deftly spinning and thrusting while he spoke.  
 
    I walked through the kitchen and the women all glared at me. I smiled and said, “Hi,” and kept going. I came outside and walked over and heard the man say, “Who’s this?” 
 
    Ava introduced me and Vane and I stared at each other. He had a condescending look that told me if Ava wasn’t there he might just run me through with the sword. As he left, he bumped me.  
 
    Ava put her hand on me, as if she could sense my agitation.  
 
    “He seems friendly,” Larso said.  
 
    “He’s a little surprised to see me. It’ll wear off.” 
 
    “From what I can gather it seems everyone’s pretty surprised to see you.”  
 
    “Come and eat. This food is fresh and hasn’t been processed. You’ll love it.” 
 
    We ate and Vane was staring at me the entire time. Not subtly either, he wanted me to know he was staring at me and that there was nothing I could do about it.  
 
    “Can I help you, brother? I said.  
 
    “I ain’t your brother, squid.” 
 
    Ava said, “Larso, maybe we should set up our rooms.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    We left the table and hiked into the house. Walking through the front room to the set of stairs leading up, we waited until we were on the top floor before speaking.  
 
    “Ava, I should probably go. I don’t think I’m very welcome here.” 
 
    She looked out a window down at the table outside. “Larso, I’m going to trust you more than I’ve ever trusted anyone in my life. Are you worthy of that trust?” 
 
    “No,” I said, just trying to be honest.  
 
    “I’m going to anyway. You see those people outside? They’re all clones, Larso. Including Vane and my father. And they’re going to destroy your race.”  
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    I stood there uncertain about what exactly I should say. Ava didn’t say anything and watched her family out the window.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I finally said.  
 
    “I’ll show you.”  
 
    I followed her as she went down the stairs to a door that was near the front entrance. Another OV scan and the door clicked open. It appeared to be made out of a light wood, but as it slid open I could tell it was thick steel.  
 
    Stairs led down below into the dark and I followed her. It seemed like we walked a long time before reaching the bottom, and then another door and another walk. Finally we got to a room lit blue from the flicker of holovids and viewscreens. Ava went to one of the consoles and pressed a few buttons and a three-dimensional image of what looked like a giant cigar came into view and hovered above us.  
 
    “What is that?” I asked.  
 
    “It’s an ionic bomb. And it’s headed for Earth.”  
 
    I was silent. “I thought these were all destroyed.” 
 
    “They were. My father, along with some of his engineers, were able to replicate one based on older models.”  
 
    I stepped closer to the image as it slowly rotated. Ionic bomb. A true planet killer. Before humanity discovered we were alone in the universe, the PR wanted as massive an arsenal as they could gather. They thought any encounter with an advanced species would result in violence. It’s easy to see why, as humanity itself had always reacted with enslavement and violence to any new culture it came across throughout the entirety of its history. The stance that aliens would do the same to us was a reflection of us, not them, as it was we who had made it. A bomb that could tear an entire planet in half.  
 
    “Do you know how they work?” she said.  
 
    “Vaguely.” 
 
    “They break the electromagnetic bonds that hold the electrons in orbit around the nucleus of atoms. They become free electrons releasing an enormous amount of ionic energy. On a small scale, that energy can be harnessed and used. On a large scale, like a planet, the energy is devastating. All life, even microbial, is extinguished in a microsecond. And then the planet itself is destroyed.” 
 
    “Where is this bomb?” 
 
    She didn’t answer right away. She looked at the floor and then crossed her arms and looked up to the hologram.  
 
    “Hidden in a freighter on Earth.”  
 
    I turned my eyes back to the image above me. “Why?” 
 
    “Keynes, the man I was sent to kill on Helron, was the final target in a plan that’s been in place since before my birth. We’ve been killing the most extreme cloners and suppressors, those who … in a war, would be the most likely to lead against an army of clones.” 
 
    I turned to her. “A war? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “There’s a war coming, Larso. Our movement is massive. We’ve been waiting patiently, tens of thousands of us. With the destruction of Earth and the High Politburo of the People’s Republic, there’ll be a leadership vacuum. It won’t last long, but it’ll be there. That’s when we’ll attack. Slaves will suddenly turn on their masters, ships will no longer transport, sections of the military will turn against their superiors … it will be total, brutal, war.”  
 
    I shook my head. “No. No, you can’t do this. There are twenty-five billion people on earth. Women and children—people that have nothing to do with leading the Republic or enslaving clones.” 
 
    She glanced away. She couldn’t look me in the eyes. “It’s already set in motion. I don’t know what else to tell you.” 
 
    I grabbed her and made her look at me. “You just told me my entire race is going to be vaporized and you don’t know what else to tell me? Tell me you can stop this. Tell me you’re not a mass murderer of billions of innocent people.”  
 
    “I….” 
 
    We heard a rumble that vibrated through our feet. We both looked to each other and then she sprinted for the stairs and I followed.  
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    We got outside the house and froze. Bodies lay on the grass. All of them except Prator. He was on his knees in front of a woman in a black, tight suit. She had a glowing sword in her hand and was saying something to him. He shook his head.  
 
    The woman thrust her sword into him. She lifted him with it into the air like he was a toy.  
 
    “No!”  
 
    Ava sprinted for her. I didn’t know who this woman was but anyone who had just taken out a dozen clones in a few minutes wasn’t anyone I wanted to get to know.  
 
    “Ava, wait! Ava!”  
 
    I tried to stop her but she was too fast. She sprinted right for the woman, who saw her now and slid the sword out of Prator and turned to us. She flicked her wrist and a bolt of purple energy shot out and hit Ava in the chest, sending her flying off her feet. Immediately I was at her side and lifted her, her chest sizzling from the blow.  
 
    The woman was casually walking toward us and then, without warning, flipped up into the air as high as the building and came speeding down with her sword held below her, ready to slice through me and Ava.  
 
    I pulled Ava out of the way as the blade hit the ground and caused it to vibrate, like a minor earthquake. I pulled out my pistol, aimed and fired. The woman moved out of the way of every single blast.  
 
    “Who are you?” I mumbled.  
 
    “Your life is too short to worry about it.”  
 
    As she came in for a blow, a shockwave knocked us both on our backs. I was dizzy and found myself staring up at the blue sky. My ears were ringing but it began to fade and I heard the unmistakable sound of men shouting. 
 
    The woman was up on her feet, her blade in front of her as three men surrounded her. They were wearing helmets so I couldn’t see them, but tearing away their clothing they revealed the armor of republic Elites underneath—though I knew that was impossible since they weren’t allowed on King’s Grace. It would be seen as an act of war.  
 
    I sat up, and saw Ava next to me. She was delirious; her chest and stomach were fried to a crisp. I hobbled over to her.  
 
    “Ava? Can you hear me? Stay with me. I’m getting you outta here.” 
 
    I lifted her as something crackled behind me. I glanced over to see that the three men had charged up electron repulsors. Normally they were used to catch falling hovercars over a cityscape, but these men had them around their fists and feet and heads. Like little invincible fists. And they began a furious barrage of blows against the woman.  
 
    A hovercar came to stop in front of us. Three men were inside, along with a ghost. A republic AI. I reached for my blaster.  
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” one of the men said. “If you want to live, get in. If you want to die you’re more than welcome to stay here.” 
 
    I glanced back. The woman was cutting and spinning and flipping faster than I could see. The men were just as fast. Whoever won, I didn’t want to be around to meet them. I helped Ava into the hovercar first, laying her down in the back, and then climbed in.  
 
    The hovercar sped away and the woman in the black suit looked to me, her eyes turning to slits as she watched us speed away, and a chill went up my back.  
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    I stared at the image in front of us. I couldn’t believe it. Down the hill in the little, quiet village, was a fighter unlike any I had ever seen. The clones were fast and they appeared to be armed. A few words were exchanged and the clones flipped up from the table and attacked nearly in unison.  
 
    But the woman was … otherworldly. An energy sword of some kind flipped to life and she began cutting through the clones like dolls.  
 
    “What is that?” I asked Monica. 
 
    “A plasma blade. Outlawed in 2345 by the Ministry of Weaponry. Plasma blades were used primarily for—” 
 
    “I know what they were used for. How the hell did she get a hold of a four hundred-year-old weapon?” 
 
    “Unknown.”  
 
    One clone put up a fight, a male covered in dark tattoos. But he wasn’t a match for her. The woman then spun on Prator. She forced him down to his knees by kicking out his legs and then she held the tip of the blade near his throat.  
 
    Just then, my two targets ran out of the house. The woman thrust the blade into Prator and lifted him into the air as my female target sprinted for her. Sliding Prator’s corpse off the blade, the woman then shot a blast of plasma energy toward the clone, who flew a dozen meters and hit the ground hard on her back.  
 
    “We’re not letting them die without speaking with them.” I turned to the Elites. “Go stop her.”  
 
    I loaded into the hovercar with Tiberius and his assistant as the Elites sprinted down the hill. They tossed some sort of detonator and knocked the woman on her back. We sped down there and I stopped next to my two targets. The male lifted a sonic blaster.  
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” I said. “If you want to live get in. If you want to die you’re more than welcome to stay here.” 
 
    The man thought a moment and then climbed in. Once they were both secure we sped away. I glanced to the woman who was fighting the Elites and she glared at me, but was too occupied to do anything.  
 
    I looked to Monica. “You sure about this?” 
 
    “It is ninety-nine point three percent certain now that the Elites will be terminated.” 
 
    We sped through the city and to the spaceport. As we turned a corner I heard the sound of sirens wailing behind us. I looked back to see an administrative authority vessel behind us, a flashing hologram above the hovercar stating to stop and pull to the side.  
 
    “Cap me,” Tiberius whispered. “Let me handle this.”  
 
    We stopped and waited as the authority stepped out of his hovercar. He was dressed in purple, the official color of government on King’s Grace. He checked the bottom of our hovercar before coming close.  
 
    “Where the cap are you going so fast, Tiberius?” he said.  
 
    “Authority Welhelm, it’s so nice to see you. I was just wondering who it was that was dressed so dapper for such an honorable job.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, you wretch. Your compliments are like filth in my ears.” He glanced over to the two in the back. “What the cap are you doing up here?” 
 
    “Just transporting some friends to the spaceport to see them off. They truly did enjoy their stay here and they said I should tell anybody that will listen how wonderful—” 
 
    He reached into the hovercar with a glowing black rod and zapped Tiberius with it, who nearly jumped out of his seat.  
 
    “I don’t like being lied to.” 
 
    “We’re not lying,” he said, panic in his voice. “Isn’t that right, Nephi?” 
 
    The authority looked at me. “Where you goin’?” 
 
    “Spaceport.” 
 
    “What business did you have in King’s Grace?” 
 
    “Pleasure, what else.” 
 
    He eyed me and then took a few steps back. “I’m having you detained until we verify your identity. Turn off the engines, now.” 
 
    Tiberius spoke in a desperate voice now. “Authority, please! We’ve done nothing wrong. Why must you take up this man’s valuable time and—” 
 
    “I told you to shut your mouth, Tiberius. I’ve had just about enough of your—” 
 
    The man’s brains spattered over the nice sidewalks. I replaced the pistol and turned to Tiberius who was staring at me in shock.  
 
    “Drive,” I said. “Hurry up, come on, drive!” 
 
    The hovercar kicked to life again and we zipped to the spaceport. There weren’t any other problems as we boarded the ship. The target, the male, was cooperative and seemed to have a sense that his odds were better with me than with the King’s Grace authorities and so he climbed aboard and strapped himself in to the back after helping the female.  
 
    “Take us back to Earth, Monica.”  
 
    “Yes, Nephi. You should be aware that the female clone’s life signs are weak. Without proper medical attention, she will die shortly.”  
 
    “Well, then hurry up cause I got some questions for her.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CALISTA 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat in the vessel staring out at the stars. The information broker on Lais had been helpful. We had a quadrant where the targets likely were. In that quadrant were forty-one planets. As they were unlikely to go to a planet with a heavy law enforcement presence, that excluded twenty-nine of them. Leaving only twelve that had light military or police presence. 
 
    Of those twelve, eight had planet-wide scanners that kept track of every visitor. They wouldn’t risk that, even with false identification information. That left four planets: Thelile, Casa, Festibius 2, and King’s Grace. I sat with the four planets up on my viewscreen and stared at them.  
 
    “You all right up there?” Karma said through the comm.  
 
    “I’ve got their likely location down to four planets.” 
 
    “Which ones?” 
 
    “Thelile, Casa, Festibius 2, and King’s Grace.” 
 
    “Hmm. Thelile and Festibius are water worlds. I don’t think they’d go there. They’d be trapped in underwater facilities ‘cause that’s where the cities are.” 
 
    “Casa is barren. Nothing but rocks and caves. It might not be a bad place to hide if someone with planetary scanners is looking for you.” 
 
    “What about King’s Grace?” 
 
    “Resort planet. Not hostile but not friendly to the PR government. They keep track of all visitors; it’d be difficult to hide there unless you were a lifelong citizen.”  
 
    “Well, let’s go check out Casa then.”  
 
    “Hold on, I’m engaging the FTL drive.”  
 
    It wasn’t long until we arrived in quadrant 22-G. During FTL travel I closed my eyes and tried to sleep but that didn’t happen. Sleep had always been difficult. Most of the time I felt like I was just barely getting by on enough to keep functioning. Stims helped to sharpen my senses and I had brought a few with me, but I wanted to save them for when I really needed them.  
 
    Karma was snoring.  
 
    We got to the quadrant and disengaged the FTL drive. I swung over to Casa. The planet was the color of rust and nearly lifeless. A few outposts were there from the handful of people who tried to scratch out a living mining the rocks for hemlight ore. But the planet had been depleted decades ago and there were fewer and fewer shipments coming out.  
 
    We entered the atmosphere and I could still hear Karma’s snoring as the ship began its smooth descent to the surface. We snuck in unannounced and not even a call came up asking us for ship ID. As we broke through the atmosphere and headed for the spaceport flight deck, I ran a quick search for information brokers. Some of the brokers were government sanctioned, allowed to run their businesses out in the open. Some were not. The latter were the more valuable, though more difficult to find.  
 
    We landed and I opened the hatch. The planet smelled sulphurous, probably from the hundreds of active and inactive volcanoes that scarred its surface. I hopped down the ramp and saw Karma stretching her arms over her head. She slowly climbed out and twisted from side-to-side. She was wearing a tank-top and the muscles of her arms rippled as she stretched.  
 
    “I’m starving.” 
 
    “We can get some food here,” I said.  
 
    We walked to the security clearance and a man with a holopad came up to us. He did a quick scan before lowering the pad and saying, “That’s be twelve units, please.” 
 
    “For what?” Karma said.  
 
    “Be’s three for docking time, and three be’s to carry the weapons you have. You’s could leave the weapons on your ship if you’s wished, but me’s never recommend that for women. You’s like to hire a personal guard to escort you’s around the outpost?” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary.” I brushed past him and Karma followed.  
 
    “Everybody shakes you down just a little bit here and a little bit there,” she said. “Until there’s nothing left.” 
 
    “I doubt it’s ever been different.”  
 
    “Maybe. Before the Great War.” 
 
    “Yeah, and how did that turn out?” 
 
    “I’m just saying maybe we haven’t always been the thieving little snakes we are now.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I think in our natural state, with no external pressures, that’s exactly what we are. Snakes.” 
 
    We climbed a ramp going into the outpost mainframe. I had a view over the canyons on either side. They were desolate and dry, as if they once had life but it had been suffocated away. I knew a little of Casa and had heard that there were ruins dotting the landscape from an as yet unknown human colony. The rumor was that archaeologists from PR came out here in droves only to get lost in the deserts and canyons and never be heard from again.  
 
    The doors slid open and we entered the mainframe. A long corridor led down and I could hear music. The first thing I saw was a merchant display set up behind a kiosk. He was selling weapons and medical supplies but I didn’t see any food. To the left behind him was a bar and to the right more merchants, another bar, an information desk and an armory for the security forces of the outpost.  
 
    “Let’s eat first,” Karma said, picking up the scent of roasting meat.  
 
    We turned into the bar. The lighting was blue with spots of white from the ground sensors. It had a type of security system whereby rowdy patrons were zapped with a focused plasma beam to the point of unconsciousness so security could haul them out without incident.  
 
    Karma approached the bar and ordered roasted Benorian chicken with sweet milk. I asked for the same and then we sat down at a booth in the corner. Music was playing but there was nobody on the dance floor. The few people who were here were just miners getting some food and they gazed at us like we were another species.  
 
    “Where you from originally, Calista?” 
 
    “Like, where was I born? I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    “No. I was raised in a republic orphanage.” 
 
    “Did you ever try and track down your parents?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “If they didn’t want me I didn’t want them.” 
 
    A server-bot dropped off our sweet milk and we each drank a few gulps. “Aren’t you even curious?” she said.  
 
    “Of course. But they gave me up. And the orphanage wasn’t exactly a pleasant place to grow up.”  
 
    “What was it like?” 
 
    “It was like a jungle. The stronger kids ruled the weaker kids. Took their shares of things.” 
 
    She grinned. “How come I don’t imagine you as one of the weaker kids?”  
 
    I smiled. “It wasn’t because I had any exceptional skills. I just understood something about psychology that the kids who were getting raped and beaten everyday didn’t.” 
 
    She took another drink of milk. “And what’s that?” 
 
    “You don’t ever have to win a fight. You just have to hurt your opponent so badly they will never want to fight you again.” 
 
    “Pyrrhic victory, huh?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I didn’t know that term then.” 
 
    “So what’d you do to show them that?” 
 
    “There was this older boy—I was maybe twelve at the time and he was thirteen. He would rape some of the younger girls when the administrators weren’t around, which was common. Most of the girls just gave in. He would tell every single one the same thing: do you want it hard or do you want it soft? If the girls resisted, he would beat them nearly unconscious and then rape them anyway. So most of them would just submit.” 
 
    “What happened when it was your turn?” she said, drinking down the rest of her milk.  
 
    “I told him I wanted it soft and undressed. He threw me down on the bed and bent me over. He slipped off his pants and I reached behind my legs and grabbed his scrotum. I pulled on it as hard as I could and his body thrust into mine, but I had good leverage so his testicles burst from the pressure. He screamed and crumpled on the ground, crying.” 
 
    She smiled. “And he never messed with you after that?” 
 
    “He couldn’t,” I said, glancing around the bar. “When he was down on the ground I kicked him to death.”  
 
    Karma lost her smile as the food was served. I took a few bites of the chicken and it was dry and tasteless, like it’d been frozen for a long time and then thawed for us. I ordered another sweet milk instead and watched Karma eat. She downed the whole plate and then asked if I was going to eat mine. I slid it toward her and she finished it off before leaning back and wiping the grease off her lips on her sleeve.  
 
    “That was good,” she finally said.  
 
    “What about you?” I said. “Where were you raised?” 
 
    “Earth, actually.” 
 
    “Really? I didn’t picture that for you.” 
 
    “Yup, I was a spoiled brat. My father was a researcher for one of the members of the politburo so we had the whole big house and lavish parties and all the other cappin’ garbage that comes with being rich.” 
 
    “Did you enjoy it?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not one bit. I would stare up at the stars at night and want to be in a dogfight up there, sleeping on metal bunks, working on military strategy … my father wanted me to be a researcher like him. I had no inclination for it. I flunked out of the academy and was sent to the military a little after.” 
 
    “Do you ever see your parents?” 
 
    “No. It’s not that I dislike them. I just feel better when they’re not around.” 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    “Can I ask you something, Calista?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “What’s it feel like to be…” 
 
    “A clone?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to describe it because I haven’t known anything else.” 
 
    “But we’re going to go kill one of your kind. My race says your race is inferior and this clone fights against that and you’re going to kill her.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to describe it, but I believe in something bigger than me. In the Republic. It has to continue to exist and clones like her are a threat to that. There is no order in the universe, Karma. No grand design. The only order is the Republic and its ends have to come before anything else.” I finished my milk. “We should go.” 
 
    “You have any clue where we’re going?” 
 
    “Excuse me, ladies,” the server-bot said. “The gentlemen at the bar have offered a drink and proposition. They wish to have sexual intercourse with you both.” 
 
    Karma said, “Tell them to shove their—” 
 
    “No,” I said, “tell them I’ll be right over.” I glanced to Karma. “Wait here.” 
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    Four men were gathered at the table and from their stink I could tell they were already drunk. The server-bot followed me over and said, “Gentlemen, most good news, the lady has accepted your request.” 
 
    One of the men, a big one with scars over his arms and chest, sucking on a colmb cigar, said, “That so?” 
 
    “I’ll have sex with one of you for some information.” 
 
    “And what information is that?” 
 
    “I need the name of an information broker. The sleazier the better.” 
 
    They chuckled. “What you need that for?” 
 
    “That’s my business.” 
 
    The big one blew out a few puffs of smoke. “Well, I dunno now. I said we wanted both a you.” 
 
    “I’m more than enough than you can handle.” 
 
    He shrugged and stood up. “Fine, but you have to take care of me first.” 
 
    I nodded acquiescence. “Is there someplace we can go outside of the cameras?” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    I followed him out and caught a glimpse of the other men looking to each other. I had no doubt they would be joining us shortly when I was least expecting it.  
 
    I followed the man out of the bar, holding a finger up to Karma indicating I would be back in a moment. The man walked down the corridor past two merchant shops and through another bar, this one illuminated red. The man whistled to the bartender, who looked over and they exchanged some hand signals. The bartender said something to a server-bot that led us to a door in the back and unlocked it. The man motioned for me to go in first and I did.  
 
    It was a storage room, filthy and filled with supplies. He shut the door behind him but didn’t lock it, no doubt for his friends to be able to burst in any moment.  
 
    “Now,” he said, rubbing his filthy palms together, “where shall we start?” 
 
    “Tell me the name of the information broker and where to find him.” 
 
    “Uh ah, we do this first.” 
 
    I smiled. “Certainly.” 
 
    He pulled out his penis and stroked it several times. I went down on my knees and took it in my hands as he groaned with pleasure. Next to us, on a shelf, were a box of hardened plastic dining knives. I took one, lifted his penis, and slammed it into the urethra as far as it would go.  
 
    He gasped, unable even to scream. He tried to move and I pushed the plastic knife in farther. He tried to strike me and I twisted my hand, bombarding him with so much agony he collapsed against the wall and had to use it as support.  
 
    “Tell me what I want to know and you can live.”  
 
    “Pull it out,” he said, his voice hardly a whisper. 
 
    “Tell me.”  
 
    “Pull it out, pull it out please. I’ll tell you anything you want. Pull it the cap out!” 
 
    I pulled out the knife, a spray of blood leaving a stream of dark red on the floor. I stood up and faced the man, looking him in the eyes.  
 
    “You bitch,” he said, grabbing his penis and pulling away with blood sopping down his fingers. “You capin’ bitch.” 
 
    The door swung open and his three friends were there, laughing and drunk. They saw the situation and they weren’t laughing anymore. The closest one to me went for a blaster tucked into his waistband. I elbowed him in the throat and then spun and caught his jaw with another elbow. As he flew back I kicked out and caught him with my heel on the jaw, pinning him against the wall. I slipped down to his throat and straightened my leg, the crackle of his windpipe reverberating against the walls as he went limp, my foot holding him up. I pulled away and he slid to the floor.  
 
    “Whoever tells me the name and location of the best information broker lives.” 
 
    One of the men, a small mousey one in the back, said, “I’ll tell you.” 
 
    The other two looked to him. I smiled and grabbed the man in front of me and spun his head nearly all the way around before flinging his corpse to the floor. The larger man, blood still pouring out of his genitals, tried to run for it but I grabbed him by his shoulders and pulled him back. I pushed him against the wall.  
 
    “What’s the matter? Don’t you want to fuck me anymore?” 
 
    “No,” he said, shaking his head. “No, please. I have a wife and kids.” 
 
    “Really? You weren’t mentioning them a moment ago, were you?” 
 
    “Please don’t. My kids need me. Please.” 
 
    I leaned in close, my lips lightly touching his as I ran my tongue over them. A soft kiss … and then I pulled back and thrust my fingers into his eyes. Both of them popped out of the eye sockets and dangled against his cheeks. I ripped them away and flung them against the wall. He was screaming. 
 
    “You can live now, for your kids.” 
 
    I turned to the other man, who I noticed had urinated himself.  
 
    I took his arm and pulled him in and shut the door as the larger man was sobbing on the floor, trying to find his eyes.  
 
    “Who is he?” I said.  
 
    “Wh … who?” 
 
    “The information broker.” 
 
    “Delian Rex. That’s his name. Big guy. Obese. He got the orange.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “The skin. If you on Casa too long your skin goes orange from somethin’ in the rocks.” 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “In Flex downstairs. It’s a club. People … people dance and take stims and stuff.” 
 
    “If I find out you’re lying to me, you’ll be missing a lot more than your eyes.” 
 
    “Yes … yes I know. I’m not lying.” 
 
    I walked outside and back to the bar and found Karma sitting at the table the men had been sitting at. She was smoking their cigars and sipping their ale.  
 
    “Where’d they go?” 
 
    “They just didn’t have the endurance for a party. Come on, I found who we’re looking for.”  
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    Flex was in the lower floor of the outpost. Even on a sparsely populated planet like this with its inhabitants starving to death, they made room for a dance club. Pleasure above all else. The club was decorated in chrome and light blue steel and was cleaner than the two bars upstairs. You could see it was more for the aristocracy, and I guessed the aristocracy on this planet consisted wholly of slavers, cloners and narcotics smugglers.  
 
    We walked to a booth in the corner and sat down, watching a few dancers on the floor. They were sweating and appeared like shadows, rhythmically moving to the bassed music coming through the walls.  
 
    I scanned the room. A few miners, some thugs, some normal patrons here for a drink … and in the opposite corner from us a man. He was old and overweight with gray hair that came down to his shoulders. He would sip a purple drink and then look out over the dancers and then stare at his drink again.  
 
    I walked over to him and sat down. I didn’t say anything at first and he didn’t acknowledge me. He finally finished his drink and one of the server-bots came over and poured him another without him having to ask.  
 
    “This is a dangerous place for a young lady to be by herself.”  
 
    “The same could be said for an old man.”  
 
    “I lived a long life, I’m ready to go.” 
 
    “As am I.” 
 
    He looked at me and held my gaze. “What is it you want from me, offworlder?” 
 
    I pulled up stills of the clone I was looking for, along with the ship of the man who’d helped her. “This is a fugitive clone. I believe she is either here or King’s Grace. I need to know where and how to find her.” 
 
    “And what would someone willing to help you expect in return?” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Normally I would say units. And a lot of them. But you’ve caught me in a rather precarious spot.” 
 
    “And what’s so precarious about it?” 
 
    “I need to leave the planet. Soon.” 
 
    “In trouble with the locals?” 
 
    “You could say that. You could also say that I’ve outstayed my welcome. There’s only two types of people on this planet: those that slave away in the mines and those that provide them with entertainment and pleasure. If you were to choose the latter, there is always a line behind you of people ready to slit your throat to take your spot. I’m afraid my line has grown rather large.”  
 
    “Why not just rent a ship yourself?” 
 
    “The guards at the spaceports are paid off to notify them. The only way off the planet is for me to be smuggled off. And so far no one has been willing to do that. If they detect I am on your ship, they will shoot you down.” 
 
    I thought a moment. “Tell me where they are first.” 
 
    “No, after we’re off planet.” 
 
    “You can’t be trusted. You may not even know where they are; after I take you offworld you could just lie to me.” 
 
    “I’m assuming you couldn’t be trusted either. So we’re in a bit of a stalemate.” 
 
    I looked to Karma. “Then let’s do this: tell me what planet they’re on. If I believe you, I’ll take you.” 
 
    He nodded. “Fair enough. I have not heard of any clones landing here and I would have certainly heard. They are therefore on King’s Grace. If you give me a few moments, I can tell you when they landed there.” 
 
    I rose. “You’ve been most helpful.” 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, that.” 
 
    I pulled out my blade and ignited it. I thrust it through his chest until it went up to the hilt and the blade was sticking through the other side of the booth. I pulled it out and replaced it in its sheath before walking back to Karma.  
 
    “Let’s go. They’re on King’s Grace.”  
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    I stared at the image in disbelief. The woman in black had cut through the other clones like they were made of dust. My targets were there and the woman sprinted for her and was knocked back by a blast of energy.  
 
    We hopped into the transport, Tiberius, his assistant, Monica and Eight. I drove. We dashed around the hill and came up to the side of the house where the man, Larso, was helping the female. The woman in black was fighting off the elites.  
 
    Larso saw me and went for his blaster.  
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” I said. “If you want to live get in. If you want to die you’re more than welcome to stay here.” 
 
    He thought a moment and then helped the female clone climb in before doing the same.  
 
    We roared down the streets, leaving the carnage behind me. The woman glanced to me, her eyes narrowing to slits.  
 
    I looked to Monica. “You sure about this?” 
 
    “It is ninety-nine point three percent certain now.” 
 
    We sped through trees and forests and the towns until we came to the city. I kept glancing back to the clone but she was unresponsive and looked pale, like she was close to death. Just when I thought we were home free, sirens went on behind us. I pulled over and Tiberius was saying something but I wasn’t paying attention as to what.  
 
    The authority came up to our hovercar and began speaking to Tiberius. My hand slid down to the blaster at my side.  
 
    The authority looked at me. “Where you going?” 
 
    “Spaceport.” 
 
    “What business did you have in King’s Grace?” 
 
    “Pleasure, what else.” 
 
    He eyed me and then took a few steps back. “I’m having you detained until we verify your identity. Turn off the engines, now.” 
 
    Tiberius spoke in a desperate voice now. “Authority, please! We’ve done nothing wrong. Why must you take up this man’s valuable time and—” 
 
    “I told you to shut your mouth, Tiberius. I’ve had just about enough of your—” 
 
    The man’s brains spattered over the nice sidewalks. I replaced the pistol and turned to Tiberius who was staring at me in shock. “Drive.” 
 
    We sped away from the scene and back to the spaceport. Our vessel was waiting for us. Several authorities would no doubt be alerted as to our presence so I had Eight run to the vessel and start the engines as I helped Larso and the female off.  
 
    “Help get me on the ship,” I said to Tiberius. 
 
    “My contract has ended. I am no longer available.” 
 
    With that, he and his servant stormed off. Larso and I carried the female onto the vessel and I could hear chatter on the comm. The spaceport was asking for a confirmation identification for lift off.  
 
    “They’ll shoot us down if we don’t give them those,” Larso said.  
 
    “Monica, do we have any?” 
 
    “One moment, Nephi … confirmed.” 
 
    We loaded the female onto the vessel and I ran to the cockpit and began the procedures for liftoff. Monica transmitted the codes and I sat quietly as I waited for a response.  
 
    “Identification confirmed. You’re cleared for takeoff.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief and fired up the engines and lifted off the flight deck. We hovered a few moments before the ship dipped back and began going vertical and we shot into the sky. The suns were blinding but their light soon faded, replaced by the cold blackness of space.  
 
    “Monica, take the ship will you. Get us to the nearest Republic space facility.” 
 
    “The nearest facility is Goshin, which will take four standard galactic hours to reach.” 
 
    “That’s fine. Send word to Kooney to have a squadron of Elites meet us.” 
 
    I unbuckled and headed toward the back. Lying on a bunk with a blanket over her was the clone. The ship’s med-bot was tending to her. It was a plebian model, not equipped for severe trauma, meant more for treating cuts and bruises. But he would have to do for now. 
 
    Larso sat next to her in a chair. He was playing with something in his hands, it appeared like a toy or something similar.  
 
    “You put your neck out pretty far for just a clone,” I said.  
 
    He looked up to me. “She’s not just a clone.” 
 
    “Really? What is she then?” 
 
    “She’s a person.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think that’s possible.” 
 
    “Speak to her when she wakes up and then tell me that.” 
 
    “I don’t need to speak with her. I know who she is, what she’s capable of.” 
 
    “You don’t know anything about her.” 
 
    I walked over and looked at the med-bot at work. “I know she might die. And I know if she doesn’t she’ll be executed by the administration.” I exhaled. “We’ll be to a PR facility soon. I would recommend you work on your story.” 
 
    “Story for what?” 
 
    “Story as to why you helped a fugitive clone escape justice. It’s a capital offense, Larso Moore.” 
 
    I turned and left the room, glancing back once to see Larso reach out and lightly touch the clone’s hand.  
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    It wasn’t long until we arrived at Goshin. The facility was really nothing more than a refueling station but it held a plethora of suites designed for traveling bureaucrats and ambassadors. We were greeted by a guard of administrative authorities as soon as our vessel docked. A small man in a red and gray uniform was standing at the head of the guards as I stepped off.  
 
    “Marshal, it is an absolute pleasure to have you here. An absolute pleasure. My name is Administrator Hess and I’ll be standing in until Administrator Kooney arrives. Eh, you do have the clone still, do you not?” 
 
    “I got her. She’s lying on a bunk in one of the crew quarters. She’s severely injured. If you want her to survive I recommend getting her down to a med bay as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Of course.” He turned and nodded to a man who took four others with him onto the vessel. “I trust she was not too much trouble?” 
 
    “Not too much, no.”  
 
    Just then Eight stepped off the ship and the administrator looked like he might faint. He didn’t say anything as Eight sauntered up to me and stood there quietly.  
 
    “Is that a series Eight?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Remarkable. I’ve never actually seen one in person.” 
 
    I brushed past him. “Let me know when Kooney gets here. He owes me something. I plan on collecting as soon as possible.”  
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    I remember little except rage, pure hatred that drove me forward … and then a white light and pain. When I first regained consciousness I was lying on my back staring at a steel ceiling. I glanced over and saw a med-bot at work on my torso. I glanced down and saw nothing but a heap of red gore, bits of organ, and ribs sticking out of my suit. I lay my head back down and let the bot work.  
 
    “How do you feel?” 
 
    I looked over and saw Larso sitting next to me. He had something in his hands and was tossing it lightly back and forth.  
 
    “Where are we?” I gasped, barely able to get the words out.  
 
    “A Republic vessel, headed for the Goshin facility. We’ve been captured, Ava.” 
 
    I looked away, up at the ceiling. “It doesn’t matter. My mission is complete.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter that you’re going to be executed?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter that I’m going to be too?” 
 
    I closed my eyes. “I’m sorry I got you involved in this. This isn’t your fight.” 
 
    “The hell it isn’t. You’re going to destroy Earth and you think this isn’t my fight?” He stood and walked over, looking down at me. “Ava, you can’t do this. This is … monstrous.” 
 
    “There’s nothing I can do.” 
 
    “You’re talking about a full scale war between humanity and clones. What do you mean there’s nothing you can do? Do you know how many casualties will be on both sides? Do you have any idea the enormity of what you’re doing? This could wipe out both our races.” 
 
    Several men entered the room in gray and black uniforms. They held smooth black blasters, all aimed at me. One man came and stood over me, looking at my wounds. He was bald and his eyes were gray. He reached down and put a finger into my ribs and I screamed as he twisted.  
 
    Larso jumped at him and one of the men bashed his blaster into his face, sending him against the wall as the other men shoved the med-bot out of the way and lifted me to my feet. The pain was so intense I vomited, but the only thing that came out was blood. They lifted me by my arms and carried me off the vessel.  
 
    I came out under the harsh lights of the flight deck. Dozens of men stood staring at me with hateful eyes. I said nothing as they dragged me off and through sliding doors to a long corridor. It was cold here as air blasted in through vents below and above. I was carried for what seemed like a long time while I vomited and dry heaved, but they didn’t stop.  
 
    We got to a room near the end and I was thrown in. The pain coursed through me as the wound in my stomach wasn’t closed. One of the men kicked me, sending bits of organ and a spray of blood over the walls and I screamed.  
 
    I lay on the floor weeping as they left and the door slid closed behind them.  
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    When I woke I was lying on the bunk in the room I had been thrown in. Two med-bots, massive and made of smooth steel, were busy at work on my wounds. One of them was giving me injections of various kinds and I could feel the numbing effects of a painkiller.  
 
    “You should thank your friend,” a voice said from across the room. “He fought hard to get you medical attention.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Nephi Sestus. I am … was, with the criminal investigation command on Earth. I’ve gone through quite a bit to find you.”  
 
    “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “Nothing. I’ve notified the man who hired me and he’s coming to deal with you. I just wanted to show you something.”  
 
    He walked over and a small orb was in his hand. He pressed it together and a three dimensional image flickered to life. It was of a child, a young boy, and his mother playing on some grass with a dog. A male came into view, smiling, and picked up the child. It was Nephi.  
 
    “Your family?” I murmured.  
 
    He nodded. “My only descendent. He, ah … died, along with his mother … on Celina during the Saturnine Festival. The festival that you detonated half a kiloton of explosives and killed over two thousand people.” He was crying now and, unlike most men I knew, wasn’t hiding his tears. “I just want to know why. Why did they have to die? Why did you choose that target?” 
 
    I cringed at the thought of having to justify such an action. It was logical, a step in the progression of the war that was coming. But it was no less painful. I had never had to deal with one of the victim’s families, and it was something I had been dreading for a long time.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said softly. 
 
    “What? What did you say? Did you say you’re sorry? Well you don’t get to be sorry. You don’t get to apologize. There is no apology for what you’ve done. No redemption.”  
 
    “I wasn’t asking for any.” 
 
    He strode up to me and shoved the image in my face. “Look at my son. What did he ever do to a clone? What did he do to any clone that he deserved to watch his mother die before he was blown to pieces?” 
 
    I turned away. I couldn’t look at the boy. “Please stop.” 
 
    “Stop what? Stop what? You can’t look at your victims? Did you just think you would be killing soldiers, huh? Look at me, damn you. Did you think it would just be soldiers?” 
 
    “It was a military target during a retreat.” 
 
    “Does he look military?” he shouted.  
 
    “No, he doesn’t.” 
 
    “No,” he scoffed, “he doesn’t. He was all I had in this damnable galaxy and you ripped him away from me and I just want to know one thing, clone. Just one.” He bent over me so our faces were nearly touching. “Why? Why did my boy have to die?” 
 
    I felt the warmth of tears and turned away from his gaze. The image of the boy playing in the grass ran through my mind over and over. I don’t know how long I lay there but when I opened my eyes he was sitting against the wall across from me.  
 
    He was staring at the image in front of him.  
 
    “He wanted to be an engineer. He was always working with his hands. He was only six when he passed but he had this ability to take things apart and put them back together. He got that from his mother. She was a physicist. Much smarter than me. I was never good at math.” He swallowed and turned the image off. “Kooney, the man that hired me to find you, says he can clone them. He can bring them back to me. Is that true?” 
 
    I was quiet a moment. “Physically they will be identical. But they won’t have the emotions or the memories or the connections to others that your wife and son had. That’s what you’ve never understood about us. That’s the entire center of this fight. We have souls. Just because you replicate us doesn’t mean we’re replicas. You’re asking me if he can bring your wife and son back. No, he can’t. They’re gone. I’m sorry.” 
 
    He stared at the floor. “Why would you do this?” 
 
    “Do you know what happens when a clone has a child?” 
 
    “They’re inseminated. I assume the children are wards of the state.” 
 
    “We’re not inseminated every time. There are male clones we can mate with. The children are taken and killed in front of us. They are ripped out of our arms and murdered to show us that we are property and that our children are too. How long can you treat an entire race this way and expect us to simply take it?” I looked up to the ceiling. “War is coming. And people die in war.” 
 
    He nodded sadly and rose. “My son never killed one of your children. You have already lost your war because you’ve become what you hate. You lost the moral high ground. You’re now down in the muck with us and the only thing that will lead to is more death.” He tossed the small ball over to me and I caught it, agony shooting through me as my arm went up. “Keep it.”  
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    I was sedated for a long time. I knew this because I’d have periods of consciousness where I’d awaken and one of the med-bots that was now permanently in my room would glide over and inject me and I’d lose consciousness again.  
 
    But I woke now and there was no one in my room. Healing bandages were wrapped around my stomach and chest, and on the edges I could see the charred remnants of skin that were flaking off. I pushed myself up with my arms, groaning from the pain, and sat up in the bunk. A viewport was in the room and I looked out to the pinpoints of light that made up the spacescape and watched the ships silently come and go from Goshin.  
 
    A light hum reverberated in the room as the door slid open. A short man stood there in a bureaucrat’s suit. He smiled widely as he stepped inside and looked me up and down.  
 
    “Amazing. Your beauty is even more stunning in person.” He put his hands behind his back. “I am Administrator Kooney, and I’ve gone to quite a great length to find you, Ava. That is what you call yourself, yes?” 
 
    I didn’t respond. 
 
    “Yes, well, regardless, we are going to be spending quite some time together, you and I.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    He chuckled. “You do know why I’ve been chasing you, do you not?” 
 
    “Yes, I know.” 
 
    “Why?” I heard another voice say. I looked up to see Larso in the doorway.  
 
    “Mr. Moore,” Kooney said, “I thought you had already left. Charges were dropped.” 
 
    “I know. I came to say goodbye. Why is she so important that you had to send an army after her?” 
 
    “She didn’t tell you?” 
 
    He looked to me and then back to Kooney. “No.” 
 
    “Ava, would you like to tell him or should I?” 
 
    I hesitated, unsure exactly how much Kooney knew.  
 
    He grinned. “Mr. Moore, Ava is a genetic anomaly. Even for a fine specimen of clone as she is. It lies in her reproductive abilities. Chromosomally, clones are sequenced to only be able to reproduce with the semen of other clones, either artificially or naturally. But Ava is unique. She has the ability to become inseminated with human sperm. She has the ability to have a half clone, half human child.” 
 
    Larso looked to me, his eyes wide. 
 
    “You can imagine,” Kooney continued, “what that means. What if the populace began viewing clones as human? It would be much more difficult to use them as slaves. Administrator Keynes understood this about her; that is why Ava killed him.” He took a deep breath, glancing around the room. “Anyway, please let us know if there is anything you need for the time being.” 
 
    Kooney began to walk out and Larso said, “What will happen to her?” 
 
    “Dissection and analysis, Mr. Moore. We must understand her to ensure she never happens again. I’ll give you a minute to say your goodbyes.” 
 
    The doors slid closed and Larso sat on the bunk next to me. He looked tired and had bags under his eyes.  
 
    “How long have you been working with Kooney?” I said.  
 
    He looked to me without surprise. “How did you know?” 
 
    “They wouldn’t drop charges against you.” 
 
    “I’ve been with the bureau as a contractor about seven years. I was after you for six months before I went to Helron on a hunch. My objective was to have you lead me back to other epicenters of rebellion.” 
 
    “My father….” 
 
    “No, Ava, look at me. This started with me following you but it turned into … something else. I never once called in our coordinates. Especially not the coordinates of your family. I have no idea who that woman was and neither does Kooney.” 
 
    We were quiet a long while.  
 
    “So what now? Do you move to another assignment?” 
 
    He looked to me. “No, we get you out of here.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Leave that to me. Just wait for—” 
 
    An alarm blared through the walls and in the corridor. Lights began to flash and I could hear men shouting and the stomp of boots against the floors.  
 
    Larso stood and went outside. He ran back in a moment later and said, “We’re leaving. Now.”  
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    I watched the clone through a viewscreen in Kooney’s office. He wasn’t there so I sat in his massive chair and looked at the several screens that were set up. Goshin was a remote facility he never visited and yet they maintained several offices for administrators’ visits. I could tell from the state of the furniture that the office was unused.  
 
    The doors opened and Kooney walked in.  
 
    “Marshal? What a surprise. I’m glad I caught you.” 
 
    “It won’t be them, will it?” I said without turning around.  
 
    “Won’t be who?” 
 
    I turned in the chair and looked at him. “My wife and son. It won’t be them. Not really. Not in the sense that you promised me.” 
 
    “I promised you that I could clone them. I said nothing as to their mental capacities.” 
 
    “And what would be their mental capacities?” 
 
    “Well, after the incubation period, we can accelerate their growth so they would reach the ages you remember rather quickly, perhaps no more than three years. We will be working with them in the meantime, teaching them language and motor skills. But they will be little more than children.” 
 
    “Will my wife even know who I am?” 
 
    “No. She will have to acquaint herself with you again. So there’s two ways to look at it: it’s a challenge and a privilege, or it’s a burden that’s not worth it. Up to you.” 
 
    I exhaled. “It’s not really them. Not in the sense that I thought when you talked to me in Egypt. Not in the sense I’ve been dreaming about every night since their deaths.” 
 
    He walked over and sat down across from me. “If you’re asking can they be brought back exactly as you remember them, then the answer is no. They cannot. Those people you knew are dead.” 
 
    I nodded and stood up. “You can keep your prize. I’m leaving.” 
 
    “So soon? We have much to discuss. The Bureau can use a man like you. Imagine the good you could do.” 
 
    I grabbed him by his collar and lifted him up outta his chair. “Don’t ever contact me again.” 
 
    Just then an alarm went off. I dropped Kooney and listened. Security was mobilizing and I could hear men shouting orders. I went to the viewscreens behind the desk and flipped on the feeds to the docking bay.  
 
    It was her.  
 
    “We need to get off this station, now.” 
 
    “Who is that woman?” Kooney said.  
 
    I ran outta the room and headed for the flight deck just one level below the docking bays. I realized I was still wearing my wristband and punched in a few numbers. Monica glimmered to life next to me.  
 
    “Get Eight and have him meet us on the flight deck.” 
 
    She didn’t ask any questions but just disappeared as I ran to the elevator. I went down and stepped off on my level and could hear the sounds of men screaming and dying. Blaster fire sizzled into the walls but the screaming didn’t stop. They couldn’t stop her.  
 
    I ran into the flight deck and had to wait for another ship that was taking off. It drifted out of the station on the tractor beam and then shot into space. The doors opened and I ran in. Eight was behind me and we sprinted for the first available ship when something hit my feet. I looked down. It was Kooney’s severed head.  
 
    I looked back to see the woman covered in blood, black and red stains following her on the white floor to where she stood. Her blade ignited at her side.  
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Where is the clone?” 
 
    “Tell me who you are,” I said.  
 
    “I am no concern of yours.”  
 
    She flipped into the air and spun several times around. I jumped outta the way as the plasma blade bit into the hemlight steel of the flight deck.  
 
    “Eight! Take her out.” 
 
    Eight jumped to life. He spun in a ball around her and the woman sliced and then shot a bolt of energy and missed with both. Eight fired a shower of red and the woman flipped backward behind a ship, letting the hull absorb most of the damage. I took out my blaster and swung around the opposite side as Eight. We both came around and were facing each other. I didn’t see her.  
 
    The ship suddenly roared to life and the engines thrust it forward. It knocked me so hard I flew off my feet and onto my back. The afterburn caught Eight, catching it on fire.  
 
    “Monica, get—” 
 
    The woman flew out of the ship like some damnable bird. She came down with her shimmering sword and sliced through Eight like he was made of sand. He fell in two halves before the woman turned to me.  
 
    My back was broken, the smell of burnt flesh in my nostrils. My arms still moved and I held the blaster up. I fired and she casually stepped to the side and then knocked it out of my hands.  
 
    I took in a deep breath. “They’re sending clones after clones now? I didn’t know clones could be traitors.” 
 
    “It’s not traitorous for the strong to kill the weak.” 
 
    She sliced through my midsection with her blade. The last thing I remember is looking up at Monica who was standing over me, watching me. I wondered if she felt saddened. I was about to ask her as the world went black, and Monica disappeared. 
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    We were out in the corridor and Larso had to hold me up. The pain was so intense I felt I would black out several times and had to lean on him. Guards were running and we went the opposite way. Larso stopped at an information portal and checked the map for the facility.  
 
    “There’s another flight deck on the bottom level. I bet used for cargo.” 
 
    He pulled on my arm before I could respond and we darted for the elevators on the other end of the corridor. We heard guards shouting into comms and none of them seemed to notice or care that we were heading past them.  
 
    We jumped on the elevators and waited as it went down. Larso was holding me up. I looked to him and he grinned. He kissed me and I let him.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I should’ve told you.” 
 
    “Secrets ran both ways.” 
 
    The doors opened and we got off. Several vessels were there. All were small and worn down, freighters and cargo ships. Larso ran behind to the controls on the flight deck and then ran back out and we went to the first ship there, a little gray ship called the Bountiful. Larso had to strap me in; sitting in an upright position radiated pain up and down my body.  
 
    He got in and sent the liftoff commands to the control center. The flight deck was cleared and checked with a motion detector and then depressurized. The bay doors opened and we lifted and flew out.  
 
    We rode in silence a moment before Larso put in FTL coordinates and leaned back in his seat. As we waited for the drive to charge up, I stared out the viewports to the stars. So many planets, so many people, how was it that we were utterly alone in the universe? 
 
    “I’ve never seen anyone fight like her,” he said. “Except you.” 
 
    “She’s a hunter.” 
 
    “Hunter of what?” 
 
    “She’s a war-clone that hunts other war-clones. They’re bred to assassinate their own kind. Before Prator found me, I was a hunter. She’s deadlier than any I’ve seen though, new modifications and a new weapon. Upgrades since my model.” I looked to him. “Larso … the bomb. Why didn’t you tell them about it?” 
 
    “Because they would have tortured you to get the information.” 
 
    “You were going to let a planet die to save me pain?” 
 
    He glanced to me and then back out the viewport. “I don’t know. I made a call.” 
 
    “When we started … this, we were so confident in what we were doing. We were the oppressed fighting monsters. It’s what gave me the energy to keep going. But now I think we’ve become the monsters. I’m no better than Kooney. He did what he had to do to achieve his ends and so did I. And the only thing killing seems to achieve is more killing. It took me decades and thousands of deaths to realize that.” I hesitated. “We have to stop that bomb.” 
 
    He smiled. “Buckle up. We’re heading to Earth. 
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    Normally FTL travel didn’t affect me but I was so weakened that I slept through the entire thing. When I woke, a gleaming blue gem was taking up the entire viewscreen. Earth had been a solid gray for many centuries until the advent of deconstructionist machines, breaking down the toxins in the atmosphere and turning them to pure oxygen, Earth was back to its youth. I’d been here a hundred times. It was beautiful and I wondered why I’d never noticed before.  
 
    Larso was waking too and he rubbed his eyes.  
 
    “Will you go back?” I said. 
 
    “Back to what?” 
 
    “Clones.” 
 
    He looked to me. “No, I’m done with that.” 
 
    I nodded. “Would you have killed me?” 
 
    “No. I was just a tracker, Ava. I tracked fugitives for bounties. Technically, I wasn’t even part of the Bureau, and didn’t work for Kooney. I would get bounties and go out and collect them the best I could. They told me you were a terrorist and that you’d killed thousands. But the moment I met you … I knew I wouldn’t be collecting that bounty.” 
 
    “I have killed thousands. I’m a monster, Larso.” 
 
    “No. You have the chance to be so much more. And if what Kooney said was true … that you can create a new race or maybe even a new species … I don’t even know what to say to that. Your child could free your entire race just by existing.” 
 
    We were quiet a moment, then I said, “The bomb’s on a diplomatic transport ship. The Red Stripe. It was sent the moment Prator heard of Keynes’ death. It’s awaiting a signal from Prator. If that signal isn’t received in ten SGD’s, the bomb will automatically detonate.” 
 
    “Do you know where the ship is?” 
 
    “No, only the pilot and Prator knew.” 
 
    “Where’s the pilot?” 
 
    “Still here somewhere. A man named Atticus. I would guess he’d be waiting for the signal before leaving.”  
 
    He punched in some numbers on the console. “Any clues at all on where we can look?” 
 
    “He would probably want to be somewhere near the equator. The electron bomb works in expanding concentric circles.” 
 
    “Well that would give twelve provinces we can start in … wait, you said the ship was named The Red Stripe?” 
 
    “I caught a glimpse of it on King’s Grace once. That was the name it had then.” 
 
    He thought a moment and then pulled the ship downward into the Earth’s atmosphere, heading toward Australasia.  
 
      
 
    We landed at a spaceport that had seen better days. It was in the middle of a jungle and from the way the vines and brush were growing over the tarmac it appeared that the jungle might overtake it at any moment.  
 
    We got out and a small transport ship awaited us. A man asked to see our identification and Larso scanned his palm into a scanner and the man saluted him and asked if there was anything he needed. As we were transported back to the port, I stared at him and he noticed.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Is Larso your real name?” 
 
    “Yeah, it is. I was born here though. Earth. A small city in Australasia called Ammon.” He looked around. “I miss Earth if I’m away too long. Do you have anywhere like that? Someplace you miss?” 
 
    “I visited a place once called Zimmer Colony.” 
 
    “Never heard of it.” 
 
    “It’s nothing but crystal blue oceans and a bright cloudless sky. You could call it a resort colony, but so few people know of it that it hardly seems fitting. It was just calm there. Slow and peaceful. I think about it all the time, about living there and growing a garden, away from the rest of civilization.” 
 
    The transport ship zipped around the tarmac and dropped us off in front of an entrance to the spaceport. We got off and walked through the port to the other side and Larso spoke with some military authorities and a hovercar was provided to us.  
 
    “You have a lot of influence for a bounty hunter.” 
 
    “I have a T1A security clearance. That’s all that matters around here, how much pull you have. A society built around pull.”  
 
    The hovercar was small and yellow and fit both of us snugly. We lifted and blasted into traffic, Larso driving. The traffic was packed and underneath us, just a dozen or so meters off the ground, I could see the dim blue glow of repulsor fields, meant to save the civilians and architecture below in case of a collision. 
 
    “This hunter,” Larso said, “is she ever going to stop?” 
 
    “No. She’ll find us eventually. And she won’t care about that bomb. She thinks she’s under orders but it’s much deeper than that. She’s encoded to find me. She won’t be able to do anything that conflicts with that encoding. It’s buried deep in her subconscious.” 
 
    “Kooney might be dead but I still have contacts at the Bureau. I could notify them to—” 
 
    “I think you’re in the same situation as me. The vids on Goshin captured you helping me escape. The Bureau might be looking for you too.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “Even if they wanted to help us, they couldn’t. It takes months to encode a subconscious and it would take months to undo the encoding. They’re put into a deprivation chamber where none of their senses receive stimulation except for the messages the Bureau wishes them to receive. They receive memories, training, skills … it’s the only way to do it.” 
 
    “So you’re saying there’s no way to stop her?” 
 
    “There is. I have to kill her, or she has to kill me.”  
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    Once we arrived at King’s Grace, finding the clone was not difficult. Information brokers were seemingly on every corner. Being a neutral planet, there’s was end to the units to be made handling and hiding the units of others: hidden money and information is the lifeblood of the broker business. We found one broker near the spaceport who stated he wished for ten thousand units to lead us to a small village filled with clones. Including, he claimed, male clones. I broke his wrists and he admitted he didn’t actually know where they were but that there was one man who might know. Another broker by the name of Tiberius.  
 
    “He’s in the undercity,” the man cried as I held both his useless wrists in my hands.  
 
    “How do we get there?” 
 
    “Any transport can take you. Just hire one. Please, use mine. Use mine. No charge.” 
 
    “Gracious of you.”  
 
    I pushed him in front of us and he led us out and to an empty transport. We climbed in back and he had one of his assistants drive us. Karma was looking at me as we lifted and sped down the roads. 
 
    “What?” I said.  
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Fine. Why?” 
 
    “You seem off a little. There was no reason to hurt that guy and you did anyway.” 
 
    “I feel … I don’t know. I feel in control, powerful. Decisive. Like my thoughts are coming in and out of my mind without my wanting them, and events are unfolding without my involvement.”  
 
    “Well, how about you let me do the talking with Tiberius? You can get a lot more from men with a little flirting than breaking their wrists.”  
 
    We rode in silence. The truth was I wasn’t feeling right. I tried resting by closing my eyes and the only image that flashed before me was of my blade slicing through that clone. All I saw was her, and her voice resonated in my head.  
 
    We went underground before long and the stench burned my nostrils. People were huddled together for company, dirty food cooked on open spits. It appeared like they were eating rodents and insects.  
 
    We stopped at one particular alleyway and the man pointed to a merchant’s shop. I went to get out and felt Karma’s hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “Let’s do it my way,” she said. “Let me talk to him first.” 
 
    I sat back down and watched as she hopped out and went inside. She was there a few moments before coming out and leaning against the transport.  
 
    “He knows where they are. One town over. An entire family of ’em.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    “He says he’s also been paid by someone else. Someone, a marshal, is coming in a few hours and he has directions to take him there as well.” 
 
    “It must be someone else assigned to tracking the clone. They never send one person, they send several, none of them knowing about the others.” 
 
    She shrugged. “What do you want to do?” 
 
    I thought a moment. “We’re going to follow his other charter. I want to see who it is. Then we can take them all out in one place.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long before I saw who else had hired Tiberius. A marshal if I ever saw one. They carried themselves a certain way, had a certain look about them. And in the transport was a series 8, one of the deadliest models of war-bot ever created by the People’s Republic, along with three elite soldiers.  
 
    They haggled with Tiberius a bit and he brought clothing out for them and they put the clothing on over the armor. When they left, we followed.  
 
    They weren’t even looking behind them as they raced through the city and into the jungles and over long stretches of road leading to the other small towns surrounding King’s Grace. They were completely unaware that anyone else was interested in their prey.  
 
    We came to a small village and their transport shot up and around a hill and I went the other way. We stopped near the home and waited a few moments. I used the transport’s ocular enhancers to bring up the home we were looking at on the viewscreen. At least a dozen people there, eating at a table. I recognized Prator.  
 
    I jumped out of the transport. “Flirting won’t help here,” I said. 
 
    Casually, as if coming for a visit, I walked to them. They didn’t even notice me until I was upon them. The women looked curious, and one of the males, a large, muscular man covered in tattoos, looked at me with lust. But Prator knew me. He had the appropriate reaction. He stood up and shouted, “Run!” 
 
    I was in the air before the word was even out of his mouth. I cut through two of the women and a third tried to hide under the table. The plasma blade went through the table and into the ground and then I flipped backward over the male with the tattoos. He had a sword with him, some sort of hemlight steel blade.  
 
    He growled like an animal and charged me. I swung out, trying to sweep his legs, and he flipped in the air and tried to catch me on the top of my head, but I was too fast. I fell to my back and sliced upward and through his shoulder. He landed as blood drained out of the wound. I grinned and he roared and rushed at me again.  
 
    I blocked and parried his blows, which were sloppy and full of rage. I could see that he had skill and precision. But clouded by anger, he was just a wild beast. His sword came down to chop at my head and at the last moment changed trajectory to cut through my arm. I stepped to the side and put the hilt of the plasma blade into the ground and grabbed the man’s head with both hands and jumped, forcing him down with my bodyweight into the tip.  
 
    The blade entered his mouth and punctured his skull and I left him there a moment, impaled, so that Prator could see the full horror of what was done.  
 
    I took the blade and it made a metallic hum as it withdrew from the man’s flesh. Prator got down to his knees.  
 
    “I am your father as much as any of them. I am the father of all clones.” 
 
    “You are nothing.” 
 
    “I was like you. I hunted our own kind. I trained others to hunt our own kind. But you don’t have to do what they tell you to do. They’re using you. You’re a weapon, and when they feel you’re not useful anymore they’ll send someone just like you to come knocking on your door. Do not do it. Do not let them win.” 
 
    “I feel … just rage. Just blinding rage.” 
 
    “I know. That’s programming. They’ve turned you even against yourself. But you can fight it. Don’t give in. Fight.” 
 
    I resisted. I lowered the blade and felt a pounding headache and my throat clenched shut. I fought but it was like trying to stop a broken dam with an umbrella. I wasn’t there anymore. There was just the rage. 
 
    I stuck the blade into his chest and lifted him into the air. I watched his eyes as life left him and I heard shouting. I turned and saw the clone I was looking for sprinting at me. I slid the corpse off the blade and spun with the sword, a blast of plasma energy rocketing toward her. It hit her dead-center on her body and she must’ve flown twenty meters before tumbling to a stop.  
 
    I walked to her and the man that was with her, a thrill I had not experienced in a long time filling my body. But it was stolen from me with an explosion. Bits of shrapnel tore into my flesh and I saw three men appear. Elites, all of them with the repulsor gloves and boots they were known for, deadly weapons that could crush steel with a single blow. I saw the marshal take the man and the clone. They would pay for this inconvenience.  
 
    The Elites formed a standard “A” formation, with two behind and one in front. The purpose of this formation was for the Elite in front of me to push me back into the other two.  
 
    “I have no fight with you,” I said. “Leave now and you can live.” 
 
    As a response, the one in front rushed me. He swung with his fist, aiming for my skull. I ducked low and came up with the plasma blade. He blocked with his right foot which had a repulsor field and then he kicked at my head. I felt the other two close in behind me. I leapt into the air as a blow came for the back of my head and the kick struck the Elite in front of me instead. I swung down on the helmet and the blade shaved part of it off but left the Elite alive.  
 
    I rolled away and was on my feet. I lifted my blade and ran at them, feigning a frontal assault. One of them took the bait and came in with a kick that would have crushed my ribs. Instead, I fell to my knees and swung with the blade in an arc, cutting just above the repulsor field. His legs detached from his body and he toppled over, but he didn’t scream.  
 
    The other two were on me and I had to swing, block, and parry several blows until I got out of range. I flipped up onto the roof of a house and they followed me. I blocked their blows, countered, and jumped off the roof and onto the grass. One of them followed and I flipped backward and landed a kick to his chest that sent him into the wall of the house as the other crashed down and I rolled, missing his fist by millimeters.  
 
    As I stood, one of them flung a weapon at me and it burst into flames. The light blinded me. I flipped backward as far as I could and tried to sense their approach by the vibrations in the ground, but they were cleverer than that. They approached me silently, like snakes coming in for a kill.  
 
    I tried to open my eyes but they would slam shut from the pain. I gripped the blade tightly and waited for the first blow.  
 
    I heard the roar of an engine and the clank of metal on metal. I felt wind on my face and heard Karma shout, “Jump in!” 
 
    I leapt toward the voice and landed on my chest in the transport. It swung around the other way and I heard blaster fire and something pounding against the ship. It stopped after a moment and I lay back.  
 
    “You okay?” she said.  
 
    “He blinded me with a flash grenade,” I said, out of breath. “It’ll fade in a few hours. Get me to the spaceport.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “I’m not letting that clone get away.” 
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    It wasn’t difficult to pick up the trace on the ship. All ships left residual dust from the FTL engines and it didn’t take much tracking knowledge to pick them up. They had gone to the Goshin Republic Station. It was a place to refuel or hold meetings or trials and executions of dissidents that the PR didn’t feel like transporting back to Earth.  
 
    We docked, ignoring the calls for identification.  
 
    “You sure about this?” Karma said.  
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    “These aren’t rebel clones. These are Republic soldiers, good men.” 
 
    “Then they should let us pass. Convince them and I won’t have to kill them.” 
 
    We stepped off the ramp and about twenty soldiers were waiting for us, fully armed and armored.  
 
    “Who’s in charge here?” Karma said. 
 
    “I am,” a man said, stepping forward.  
 
    “Commander, we are on a priority mission for Colonel Caleb of the People’s Armed Forces. We ask that you stand down immediately and help us carry out our mission.” 
 
    He smirked. “Colonel Caleb sent two women to carry out a priority mission?” 
 
    “Please check with him. He will verify our status. We request your help in a very delicate matter. We’d be happy to wait here until you have verified our identities.” 
 
    “I don’t need to verify anything. You two are under arrest for trespassing on Republic property. We can let the courts sort it out and see if your colonel decides to help you then.” He turned to his men. “Take them into custody. Injure them if they resist.” 
 
    That’s all I needed to hear. I flew over to him and thrust my fist into his mouth, my knuckles crashing through his teeth. I wrapped my fingers around his tongue and ripped it out as he screamed and warm blood spattered over me.  
 
    I ignited my blade, and leapt into the crowd of soldiers.  
 
      
 
    When it was through I stood there soaked in blood. The walls and floors had been white but were now smeared black and red. Karma stood by the ship, unmoving.  
 
    “What the cap are you?” she muttered.   
 
    “Stay here.” 
 
    “Why am I here, Calista? You don’t need me. What did you choose me for?” 
 
    “I needed a pilot; you’re the best one I had available. Wait here.” 
 
    “You killed these men like they were insects. I’ve never seen a human being move that fast. Those last ones tried to run and you killed them anyway. They wanted to give up but you still killed them.” 
 
    “No witnesses.” 
 
    I walked out into the corridor. Men were darting toward me. A group of three began firing. I leapt onto the wall and sprinted at them so fast I was able to overtake them before a single blaster bolt hit me. I slashed through them. Several other guards were behind them and saw what I had done. They turned in the opposite direction and ran.  
 
    I went up two floors to the main administrative offices of the facility. Alarms were going off now and people were in a panic. I ignored them as they ran past me. In a large office to my right a man was struggling to gather his things. I recognized him.  
 
    “Hello,” I said.  
 
    He stood, unmoving. He didn’t turn around.  
 
    “Calista?” 
 
    “I didn’t think I’d see you again so soon, Administrator.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, turning around, his face ashen-white, “well, busy, you know. You’ve given everyone quite a scare. I just saw what happened on the monitors … in the docking bay I mean. Those were a lot of good soldiers you killed.” 
 
    “Were they? They died so easily I couldn’t tell.” 
 
    He swallowed. “You know, I could have you arrested and terminated for this. What you’ve done is treason. But I wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    “My orders come from higher than you, Administrator. That’s the problem with a society based on pull and favors. There’s always someone with more.” I stepped close to him. “The night you raped me, do you remember that, Administrator Kooney? The night I was chosen for the program?” 
 
    “That was … that was a long time ago. And it was consensual. You were a new recruit. That’s just what new recruits … that’s just what happens. The superiors get to use the inferiors for … that was a long time ago!” 
 
    I lifted my blade.  
 
      
 
    I killed the marshal and Kooney and at least twenty others, but couldn’t find the clone. I checked the facility’s logs and found that a ship, a small two-person X5, had fled the facility. Their FTL trail wouldn’t be difficult to follow. I headed back to the corridor and to the lifts and saw Karma standing there, staring at the bodies that were lying on the floor.  
 
    “This has to stop, Calista. I didn’t sign on for this.” 
 
    “What did you sign on for?” 
 
    “I’m a soldier. Soldiers protect the weak. Murderers slaughter them.”  
 
    “If you had seen the things I’d seen you’d know that the lines are blurry. So blurry that you can’t see them most of the time.” 
 
    “Why is one clone so important that all these people had to die? What did she do?” 
 
    “It’s not what she’s done. It’s what she’s capable of. If she were ever to have a child, Karma, the entire Republic could fall.” 
 
    “What? How is that possible?” 
 
    “Even with all our advances, we are just a slave economy. If those slaves decided they no longer wanted to be slaves, what would happen to the mining and the agriculture? What about the mechanics and engineers and the millions of other positions our populace isn’t trained for? What would happen to a government that still wanted them to be slaves?” 
 
    “She’s one clone. She can’t be that dangerous.” 
 
    “Our commanders think she is.” 
 
    “The colonel would never have ordered this,” she said, looking over the corpses. 
 
    “Karma, who do you think asked me to do this?” She was silent and she looked over the corridor. “We need to leave. We have a ship to track and they have a good head start.” 
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    Larso had access to several databases that a civilian could never even look at. He scanned them for arrivals in the past week and searched for Casus, but of course nothing came up. He wouldn’t be using that name.  
 
    We sat at a café, a cozy little place on the hundred and tenth floor of a building in Sydney overlooking the ocean. There were no seagulls up this high but the wind had an icy chill to it that gave me goosebumps. Larso was sitting across from me with a holopad, scanning different names.  
 
    “There’s gotta be something,” he said. “Something you can tell me about him.” 
 
    “We’re each given dozens of fake identities. He could’ve used any of them when he landed.” 
 
    “I’m not finding any ships with the name Red Stripe either.” He placed the holopad down. “I don’t know how we can find him.” 
 
    “There might be one way. If he’s waiting for a signal, he should leave after that signal’s given. Let’s give him a signal from Prator and see who leaves the planet.” 
 
    He nodded. “Not bad. How do we fake the signal?” 
 
    “That’s the easy part. I have the encryption Prator used. He sent it to everyone in the field. The more difficult part is how we identify the ship.” 
 
    “Well, we’d need Flight Command to help us with that. There’s probably two or three hundred ships coming and going every SGH. We can’t do it without them.” 
 
    “Can you get them to help?” 
 
    He looked out over the vast expanse of blue sky. “I know someone. But we’ll have to go now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Flight Command was the agency that dealt with all ships coming and going to and from Earth. It consisted of over ten thousand employees and handled everything from ship repair to emergency management. They were notoriously difficult to be employed by, as smugglers were always attempting to secure employment or buy off those already employed. The screening process lasted two years.  
 
    Larso had secured a meeting with a mid-level executive named Baron. We sat outside his office and the entire building was nothing but white and silver, both in décor and furniture. Before long the door opened and a young blond male stood before us and motioned with his head for us to enter. We went in and sat down.  
 
    “I haven’t seen you in six years and you come in and ask me for a favor?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do it if I had anyone else to turn to.” 
 
    Baron leaned back in his chair. “You didn’t come to Mother’s funeral.” 
 
    I glanced to Larso who didn’t look back but kept his eyes on Baron.  
 
    “She was already dead, Baron. What could I have done?” 
 
    “You were the baby. You could have shown up so that Dad could at least see that you gave a cap about your family.” 
 
    “Dad disowned me a long time ago.” 
 
    “And he regrets it. He told me once that was his biggest regret, that he treated you unfairly. But what did you expect? We’re a family of businessmen and you go out and become a soldier? And then a mercenary on top of that?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now. What’s done is done. Can you help us or not?” 
 
    “Why do you need to find this man anyway?” 
 
    “That’s classified.” 
 
    “I’m sure it is.” He was quiet and just looked at Larso a bit. “Fine, I’ll help … in exchange for something.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Go and visit Dad. Make amends, Larso. I’m not kidding.” 
 
    “Help me find this man, and I’ll do it.” 
 
    He exhaled and looked to me. “And who are you exactly?” 
 
    “Just a friend,” I said.  
 
    He shrugged. “Fine, don’t tell me. You have one hour and I’ll assign one hundred technicians. That should be enough.” 
 
    “Make it two hundred, Baron. Trust me, it’s for a cause that you are very much in favor of.” 
 
    “Two hundred? Do you know how much paperwork I have to—nevermind. Fine, fine. Two hundred. When do you need them?” 
 
    “Immediately.” 
 
    “Okay, gimme one SGH.” 
 
    We rose, the two men looking at each other a moment before Larso said, “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Now get this done and go visit him.” 
 
    We walked out of the office and through the hallways of the luxurious building before taking an elevator down to the bottom floor. It was dark down here and monitors were hung on every wall. There were, I guessed, hundreds of rooms, and each one held about fifty technicians, monitoring ships and chatter and running bios on pilots and communicating with the administrative authorities.  
 
    We went to a large viewscreen and a man stopped us before we were able to reach it. Larso told him to check with Administrator Moore. The man called him on the comm and received clearance. We approached the viewscreen and I pulled up a frequency graph. I found the frequency we had been forced to memorize and looked to Larso.  
 
    “We only have one shot,” he said. “Make it count.” 
 
    I sent out the message: 
 
    MISSION SUCCESS, LEAVE EARTH IMMEDIATELY, ONE SGH 75H893M4J-K-PRATOR 
 
    “That’s it?” Larso said.  
 
    “He’ll receive that on a comm he wears. If he’s still here, he should be jumping on a ship.”  
 
    The man that had stopped us and verified our permission with Baron informed us that the administrator had cleared the use of two hundred technicians.  
 
    Larso said, “We’re looking for a one-man vessel wanting to jump into FTL immediately. He’ll probably have a destination as far as he can comfortably get. He should be in a rush too, so I want the technicians to inform any vessel carrying a single male passenger that we are delayed due to high traffic volume for at least two SGH, but if he would like we can set up an immediate departure on a general transport.”  
 
    At that point there wasn’t much to do so we sat in the back of the room and watched the viewscreen and tried to listen in on the technicians. We had a few hits of single occupancy vessels but two were women and one was a man who had no problem with waiting two hours.  
 
    Half an SGH passed and we still hadn’t received anything.  
 
    “You didn’t tell me you had a brother,” I said.  
 
    “You didn’t tell me you had a father.” 
 
    I grinned. “Why didn’t you tell him what we were doing?” 
 
    “He’d panic. He’d notify the authorities and we’d have so much red tape the bomb would go off before we got anybody to listen.” He looked to me. “If we can’t find him, we’ll have to try and get enough authorities to listen to us to issue an evacuation … I’m not sure they will.” 
 
    “We could always—” 
 
    “Sir, got something,” one of the technicians said.  
 
    Larso was on his feet and quickly at the man’s side. It was more painful for me to stand and I had to check my bandages as I did so. I walked over and could hear the chatter on the comm.  
 
    “No good, Command,” a man was saying through the comm, “I need to leave within the hour.” 
 
    “Sir,” the technician said, “we can have you on a passenger flight within twenty SGM’s if you wish. As a courtesy, you would not be charged for the flight.” 
 
    A pause and Larso was biting his thumbnail.  
 
    “Good enough. Tell me where to go.” 
 
    “That’s him,” I said. “That’s Casus.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “It’s been a long time since I heard his voice but I’m almost certain.” 
 
    “Tech, have him meet us at the nearest hanger bay. And tell him the transport leaves in twenty and if he’s not there it’ll go without him.” 
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    The hangar bay was cold and traffic had been allowed to continue so it was filled with the sound of ships docking and lifting off. Larso and I stood behind a glass viewing screen in the visitor’s booth and waited. Several tourist ships came and went. Earth, though the financial and political center of the PR, was no longer where the majority of its citizens were born. Many people wanted to see where it was exactly that mankind had originated, and of course see where it had nearly fought itself to extinction.  
 
    “Is that him?” 
 
    I looked out into the line of people waiting for admittance into the hangar bay. At the back of the line was a portly man with a black beard. He looked impatient and his eyes were darting around furiously.  
 
    “That’s him.” 
 
    “Let’s go.”  
 
    Larso stepped out of the booth and walked toward the line. Casus saw us but it didn’t register who I was. Not at first. Then he looked back and our eyes locked. His mouth dropped open, and he turned and ran.  
 
    I sprinted for him, not waiting for Larso. The pain in my stomach and chest was intense but I didn’t stop. I pushed through the doors into the lobby and saw Casus running for the front entrance. I chased after him, Larso right behind me. I pushed my way through crowds and leapt over a luggage carousel. He was nearly to the front doors. I sprinted with all I had and felt small tears in my stomach; the wound was reopening.  
 
    I grabbed a pole used to hold the official flag of the People’s Republic. At a full sprint, I cocked back and flung it at him in a straight line. It slammed into the back of his head and knocked him forward into the glass of the doors and he fell onto his back. In an instant I was on top of him.  
 
    “Hello, Casus,” I said, out of breath.  
 
    Larso came and we lifted him and carried him out the doors. A transport was there awaiting passengers and we pulled him in and told the driver to leave. Now.  
 
    “Where to?” 
 
    “I don’t care,” I said.  
 
    The transport began to move and I looked back. No authorities were there, either as a result of Baron’s clearance or because they hadn’t caught on fast enough.  
 
    “Where is it?” I said.  
 
    “You weren’t supposed to come here,” Casus said, rubbing the back of his head, his fingers coming away with blood.  
 
    “Tell me where it is, Casus.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m going to stop it.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Prator always said you were weak. He said you felt too much sympathy for them.” 
 
    “It’s too much. It’s the destruction of their home world. Do you honestly think they will ever stop? They will fight to the death to destroy us.” 
 
    “Let them,” he said. “We’re better.” 
 
    “I was wrong, Casus. We were wrong. This isn’t the way. We’ll just create monsters. The survivors will know that they’re fighting an evil that they didn’t ask for. It will lead to the extinction of our species, not theirs. This has to stop.” 
 
    “Go cap yourself, Ava. I don’t work for you.” 
 
    I snatched the comm off his wrist. “You left this on the entire time, didn’t you? How much do you want to wager all the locations you’ve been on this planet are held in this comm?” 
 
    “Go to hell.” 
 
    I flipped the comm to Larso who immediately went to the standard tracker included in every comm and began going through locations.  
 
    “You’re too late,” he said. “It’s going off no matter what you do.” 
 
    “How long do we have?” When he didn’t answer I stuck my finger into the wound on the back of his head. “How long?” 
 
    He groaned. “Two days.” 
 
    I let go. Larso looked at me. “There’s about a dozen locations. We can hit them in two days.”  
 
    “You won’t get away with this, Ava. Prator’s going to—” 
 
    “Prator’s dead. So is Vane. We’re an army with a dead general, Casus. There’s no point to this. Just tell us where it is.”  
 
    He didn’t say anything. I turned to the driver. “Stop here.” 
 
    The transport stopped and I went to push him off the vessel when Larso grabbed him. “We can’t let him live.” 
 
    “He’s not a threat,” I said.  
 
    “Ava, he knows what we’re doing. He could alert any number of his buddies to come and smuggle the bomb somewhere else. He can’t live.” 
 
    I looked to Casus, who had a look of terror on his face. I knew it was true. Larso removed the blaster he carried with him and put it to Casus’ temple.  
 
    “No,” he begged, “wait, wait! I can take you to it. I can take you!” 
 
    “Too late,” Larso said.  
 
    “No, no. I can take you. The comm didn’t get all my locations. I wouldn’t have it with me all the time. You can’t find it without me.” 
 
    Larso looked to me and then back down to Casus. He replaced the blaster. “Tell the driver where to go. If you lie I’m going to spatter your brains over his nice seats.”  
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    The building appeared like any other. It was tall and white, square with blue windows. We stopped the transport nearby and got out. Larso kept his arm on Casus as we walked in. No security was there to greet us. We took the elevator down to the bottom floor, which was a storage facility. Several ships were parked there, many of them dusty from not having been used for so long. Casus led us to one tucked away near the back.  
 
    Larso opened the ship. It was a four-person vessel. In the back was a silver oval of steel with small white spikes. We stood staring at it a long time.  
 
    “This it?” Larso finally said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Casus mumbled. “That’s it. I want to go now.” 
 
    “How do we disarm it?” 
 
    “You can’t. It’s armed. Once it’s armed that’s it.” 
 
    Larso looked to me. “It’s true,” I said. “Once it’s armed there’s no way to initiate a stop of the countdown.” 
 
    “Well, looks like we’re going for a ride. Get in.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “not him. I should pilot it.” 
 
    “Ava, we have to space this thing.” 
 
    “Bring our ship. I’ll get in orbit and we’ll space it toward the sun.”  
 
    He looked to Casus and then nodded.  
 
    I climbed into the vessel and flipped it on. The gate leading to the tunnel outside was open. As I lifted the ship and turned to leave, I saw Larso blow me a kiss. I smiled and continued to the tunnel.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Flight Command didn’t even enquire as to my leaving Earth. I flew up past the atmosphere and soon felt the weightlessness and euphoria of space. I shut the engines off and floated as if adrift on an ocean. I watched the ships as they flew in and out of orbit, lighting up momentarily a dim red and then fading into the blue of the planet below.  
 
    “You there?” my comm crackled.  
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    “We’re heading into orbit now. Send me your coordinates.” I sent them. “Is Casus with you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I waited until the ship arrived. I looked down to the wound on my torso. Blood had soaked through the bandages and they looked like they had been dyed black. As I was tightening the bandages, a large freighter arrived in front of me.  
 
    “Larso, is that you?” 
 
    There was no reply but I felt the tug of a tractor beam, and the bay doors to the vessel opened.  
 
    “Larso, did you get a bigger ship? Are you there?” 
 
    I got a queasy feeling in my gut as the freighter sucked me into the hangar bay. The doors closed behind me as my ship entered and as soon as I touched down the bay was pressurized. I stepped out of the ship.  
 
    “Larso?” 
 
    “He’s not here.” 
 
    I turned to see a female before me. She was dressed in black, with raven hair that came down past her shoulders. The plasma blade was clipped to her hip.  
 
    “What did you do to him?” I said.  
 
    “If you kill me you can find out.” 
 
    I stepped forward, trying not to show any hint of the pain that was radiating from my stomach. I stood my ground and she grinned.  
 
    “I can see you’re in pain,” she said. “A wounded little animal waiting for the hunter’s kill.”  
 
    “Wounded animals are more dangerous.” 
 
    She pulled out her blade and ignited it.  
 
    “How long have you known you were a clone?” I asked. She didn’t respond. “You try and fight it, I know. I know better than anyone. You try to pretend that it’s a bad dream, but deep down you know that nobody can do the things you can do. No one has the abilities you have. You think to yourself that you have memories from childhood, you couldn’t have been grown in a lab. But when you think back you see that those memories are nothing. You remember big events, your parents, your first kiss … but you can’t remember what a rose smells like. Or what color the ocean becomes as the sun is rising over it. They didn’t implant you with those memories. You convince yourself that you’re really human and that what you’re doing is for humankind. But it’s not.” 
 
    Her face contorted in rage. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Do you honestly believe that? They have you assassinating your own people and you think it doesn’t matter? You can fight them though. You don’t have to be their slave.” 
 
    “Better a slave than a corpse.”  
 
    She spun and a bolt of energy shot out of her blade. I ducked underneath the ship as the bolt impacted the steel and rocked it to the side. I rolled out the other side as another bolt hit the ship and then the floor where I had been. I spun backward and got behind the ship’s thrusters. She leapt onto the wings and threw another blast of energy, this one barely missing me, as I ducked underneath and rolled, coming up across the floor.  
 
    “I have something they want,” I said. “Something they’re scared of. They don’t want to acknowledge that we’re people, just like them.” 
 
    “You can breed,” she hissed. “So can any vermin. It doesn’t make you special.” 
 
    “I can bring unity. We can have a race made up of the best of both of us.” 
 
    “Is that why you wanted to destroy Earth? Unity?” 
 
    “I was wrong.”  
 
    “Yes, you were. But I can alleviate your guilt.”  
 
    She thrust out toward me like a spear, cutting through the air. I dodged her initial blow which hit the ground and a shower of sparks went up. She spun around without missing a beat and attempted to lop off my head. I leaned back as far as I could, the heat of the blade on my face as it cut across the tip of my nose.  
 
    I lunged forward and impacted against her waist. She spun out of my grip and came up with a kick to my jaw that sent me flying backward. She was in the air before I even landed and I twisted away from the blade, which entered the floor where my chest had just been.  
 
    I spun to my feet and ran around the ship to the open doors leading to an elevator. I sprinted for it as I heard her leap into the air. I rolled and hit the wall and ran along it several steps before jumping into the elevator and hitting the button.  
 
    She darted for me as the doors closed and it began to climb. I heard the groan of steel below. She must’ve cut through the closed doors.  
 
    I went as high as I could and stepped off, ignoring the pain as blood began to come through the bandages and drip to the floor. I was near the mess hall. I went in and looked for weapons, but there were none. I heard the elevator activate behind me.  
 
    I ran into one of the crew quarters. A locker was there and I opened it and squeezed in, shutting it just as the elevator doors opened and I heard footsteps. They were calm, almost casual as they searched the mess hall and the various crew quarters. I slowed my breathing. I could hear lockers opening in the other quarters. The footsteps came into the room where I was hiding.  
 
    She checked the locker next to mine, her blade held in front of her. And then, before she could close it, I leapt out and crashed my elbow into her face. It was unexpected and she didn’t have time to brace herself. Several bits of teeth flew out of her mouth and she stumbled backward, the plasma blade cutting across the locker and imbedding itself into the metal.  
 
    I jumped at her, both hands locked around the hilt of the blade, pressing with everything I had into her, trying to get the blade pointed at her. She let go suddenly with one hand and thrust her fingers into my stomach. I screamed and my grip loosened on the blade and she swung.  
 
    It sliced across my throat but I had parried just enough that it cut only a small thread and not my windpipe or arteries. I kicked her in the chest and then flew up with a knee into her jaw before I flipped away and out into the corridor. I landed in a cat stance, hair in my eyes, blood pouring down from my stomach onto the floor, but she didn’t come out of the room. Slowly, I began backing up when I heard a thunderous crash and she came flying down out of the grates in the ceiling. She landed a blow with both feet against my chest that sent me back against the wall. She thrust with her blade and I moved and it entered nearly up to the hilt into the steel of the ship.  
 
    I spun and kicked her in the head, and then spun again using the momentum to knock her off her feet before punching her with both fists in the body, shooting her into the wall. Before I could pull the blade out of the ship, the elevator opened and a blonde woman stood there.  
 
    “Karma,” the hunter said, “get out of here.” 
 
    The blonde shook her head. “Not this time.” She held up a particle detonator. “None of us are getting out of here.” 
 
    The hunter was quiet before saying, “What are you doing?” 
 
    “How can you even ask me that? We’re not soldiers, Calista. We’re murderers. And I helped you every step. I’m just as responsible.” 
 
    “Put the detonator away, Karma. We’re done. She’s wounded. Help me finish her and we can leave. We can go back to Silore as heroes.” 
 
    She laughed, but it was a laugh that came with tears in her eyes. “No, I don’t think so, Calista.” 
 
    As the two of them were looking at each other I jumped into the nearest door, the mess hall, and lifted a metal table as cover. I heard the electric hum of the detonator. An explosion ripped through the air, shaking the entire ship. The force hit me and I slammed into the wall so hard I lost consciousness.  
 
    When I woke, I saw that the table had taken most of the impact from the blast. I was coughing from the smoke, and flames were covering the rooms and corridor. Bits of the ceiling and grating were falling and the auto extinguishers were shooting out puffs of white crystallized powder. 
 
    I got to my feet, covering my mouth with my arm. My hands were burnt, the skin on my fingers gone. I stumbled out into the corridor and saw the path to the elevator blocked by fallen beams. If I sprinted, I might be able to jump through them.  
 
    That’s when the blade pressed against my throat.  
 
    It wasn’t ignited and it looked severely damaged from the blast. The hunter had her hand on my forehead so that I couldn’t bring my jaw forward, my throat completely exposed.  
 
    I could see her face. Half of it had been blown away, one of her eyes missing, her hair burnt off, revealing a peeling scalp.  
 
    “Now you die,” she gasped, smoke escaping from her mouth.  
 
    “Now we both die.” 
 
    I grabbed her arm and spun the blade downward so that the tip was against my stomach. I pushed on the hilt, using the momentum of falling forward to get it all the way through. The blade went out my back and into her chest and I heard her groan as it exited through her spine.  
 
    We were together in death, linked and unable, either of us, to move the other. I could hear voices somewhere as I collapsed, the hunter on top of me as I blacked out, uncertain if I would ever wake.  
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    I sucked in air like I had been drowning and then fell back against the bed. The room was white and for a single, horrifying moment, I thought I was back at Icarus. The illumination was too bright to see; I had to squint, and I heard Larso’s voice next to me but didn’t see him.  
 
    “Don’t move, just try to relax. They’ve given you a pain block. You won’t feel any sensations so you need to stay still so you don’t tear anything.”  
 
    “Where is she?” I said, my voice nothing more than a scratchy whisper.  
 
    “She’s dead. You split her heart open. You damn near killed yourself too.” 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    “We’re on Earth. Easy, take it easy. It’s okay. I sent the bomb into the sun and it never detonated. What the hell happened on that ship? When I got there the hull was breached.” 
 
    “Are you sure she’s dead?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure. I left her there on the ship with the bomb. I barely managed to get you off in time.” 
 
    “I thought that was your ship.” 
 
    “No, she must’ve been listening in. I got there a short while after. It took me a bit to realize you’d gone onto the freighter.” 
 
    “Where’s Casus?” 
 
    “I let him go.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. “What about me?” 
 
    “You,” he said, leaning down over me, “owe me for saving your life. And I intend to collect.” 
 
    He pulled away and smiled as he sat back down next to the bed, the low hum of the med-bot reverberating in the room as it went to work repairing my broken body.  
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    I walked into my predecessor’s office at the Bureau and was stunned by the ostentation. Gold trim, platinum desk with viewscreens taking up two separate walls. The view was amazing: the top floor of the tallest building in New Los Angeles overlooking the Pacific Ocean. I sat down at the desk and saw the screen on the surface.  
 
    “Hello Administrator Kooney. What can I do for you today?” 
 
    “Reprogram office portal, authorization 9H-4221.” 
 
    “Authorization recognized. Good morning Administrator Talib. What can I do for you today?” 
 
    “Have Lieutenant Summers come to my office please.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Within a few minutes, a young female walked into the office carrying a holopad. She saluted and sat down across from me.  
 
    “First off, Lieutenant, we’re only technically part of the military. No need to salute. The military has its own operations and we have ours. Second, I need you to pull up everything you have on Clone X.” 
 
    “The female, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, the one that called herself Ava. I want her found. My information tells me that she now knows her capabilities and the … uniqueness of her offspring. Both she and any offspring must be terminated. The offspring, I fear, is more dangerous than she.” 
 
    “Sir, if I may, the Bureau has been looking for her since she fled Earth months ago. Has something changed that we feel we have a better sense of where she is?” 
 
    “No, nothing’s changed. But my superiors expect results. Contact Colonel Caleb on Silore, he’s the pointman on this. He has an army of hunters at his disposal and I intend to use them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Also, I’ve been made aware of a clone uprising on Telial in the outer colonies. Find out if it’s true, and if it is have the colonel deal with it. It might not be a bad place to start looking for Clone X either.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “That’s all for now.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    As I watched her leave, the screen on the desk flickered and a ghost appeared. It was standing at its full height, a female, blue and black.  
 
    “Sir, my name is Monica and I have been assigned to your office.” 
 
    “Yes, I was told. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “If I may make a suggestion, sir?” 
 
    “You may.” 
 
    “Efforts at capturing Clone X have proved difficult. I would recommend a better approach.”  
 
    “And what approach is that?” 
 
    “There is a way to have her come to us.” 
 
    I looked her over. “Tell me everything you know.” 
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    It was my birthday. 
 
    I woke up in the room and saw my clothes neatly folded on the table across from the bed. I stared at the ceiling. It was white and smooth, some sort of steel. I sat up and went to the window expecting a frozen landscape of blue ice. Instead I saw the rolling waves of the sea and the white sand dotted with lush trees and shrubbery. I was nude and I walked to the balcony and opened the door and the warm ocean breeze ran over my skin.  
 
    Larso got out of bed behind me and wrapped his arms around me and kissed my neck. I held his arm as I stared out over the ocean.  
 
    “You forget everything when you’re here,” he said. “You don’t even think about what’s waiting for you when you step off this planet. It’s like time just freezes.” 
 
    He reached down and touched my stomach, his wedding ring glimmering in the sunlight. We had been married not four hundred meters down the beach near some white limestone caves, the sea foaming at our ankles.  
 
    His ring touched my skin and it was cold. His hand went over my belly, which was protruding slightly.  
 
    “I want to raise him here,” he said. “I don’t want him to know anything else.”  
 
    I smiled at the thought, but knew it wasn’t possible. Just over the calm beauty of the ocean and the sun’s golden rays painting the sky a light pink, a violent storm was coming. I could see it, and it filled me with dread at the things he would have to go through. I ran my hand over my belly and closed my eyes as a warm breeze washed over me again.  
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