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Collectorate Standard Year (SY) 5389

EAM. A sweet word that morphed by each new

sunrise. For two thousand years, it was Moon
and me. Now there were six compatriots at the
table of absolute trust, with others nearing
graduation. The underpinning for our galactic army
of criminals and general mischief-makers was
solidifying.

Today, we sought to eliminate a significant obstacle on
the road to expanding our influence. Not the last one by a
long damn shot, but the most immediate.

That need brought us to Machado, famously known as
a ‘walking city.” Aside from the public tube transports and
shuttles, this collection of nearabout a million people wove
together a nice web of pedestrian bridges and moving
sidewalks. The streets and parking it afforded for private
sedans like Bart were sufficient, but the local tradition put
feet before Carbedyne fins. My team designed around
those logistics.

The calculations proved far more cumbersome than



defending the road train. Machado’s convoluted
infrastructure forced us to take into account a wide
range of variables. Of top importance: Enter and leave
the city with the same level of anonymity.

Blend in.

Watch the time.

Avoid the secure drones.

These protocols would’'ve been rendered moot if
Moon and I assaulted a Cardinale business or
homestead at thirty times the speed of humans, guns
blazing. A slaughterfest. Ample mayhem kept folks
distracted long enough for a clean getaway.

Yeah, no. This mission required a subtle touch. We
lived in a different world since the attack on Road Train
1492. The public knew nothing of what happened
twenty days ago on Roadway 9; the Montez Shipping
Group and their contacts in the constabulary saw to it.
Aztecans need not fear the rise of pirates. Yet.

The public learned about the shocking assassination
of Senora Evelyn Cardinale and her entourage by an
unnamed rival cartel. Though the tiny militia of
Desperido had not reached cartel status, I appreciated
the compliment — and the disinformation.

Another massive assault on Horax interests likely
couldn’t be covered up so effectively, which meant
today’s effort required a more surgical approach.

I crossed the Atrejo Gardens Bridge with my so-called
bodyguard, Elian. He and I wore dark, inconspicuous



suits which screamed, “Nothing here to see! Move along!”
However, my upturned collar and red scarf in the breast
pocket elevated me on the corporate hierarchy. Elian dyed
his spikes black and trimmed his beard to a well-
manicured goatee. He hid his eyes behind narrow black
lenses.

I designed my temporary identity based on a single
word: Nondescript. A dull man with no sense of humor,
tiny but alert eyes behind wire-frame glasses, gelled black
hair parted down the middle, slender nose, and a double
chin. He hid his hands in the lower pockets of his tailored
jacket and never allowed anyone to distract him from his
destination.

A serious man for whom no one cared a wit.

Perfect.

I created my new shape without assistance from Theo,
who preferred to wax poetic about the moral implications
of today’s mission rather than the practical needs. I
longed for the stubborn bastard who used to criticize me
at every turn. His “evolved state” — Theo’s words, not mine
— forced him to confront what it meant to be a Dru-shaya,
or so he claimed.

Theo embraced Addis’s echo into his matrix despite my
strict orders to punt the bitch. I rarely survived two hours
without hearing a diatribe from those minor-league
moralists.

The bridge’s foot traffic moved both ways at a steady
pace, with a healthy mix of office workers and their



administrators. The Atrejo Financial District was the
place where power clashed with people who could only
dream of it. As someone who used to have more power
than anyone in the nine universes, I snickered at these
delusional assholes. Their notion of ‘power’ was an
office upstairs.

Eh. Petty goals for short-timers.

Whatever happened to real ambition? As in, “I'd like
to conquer this star system!”

Tyrants and other garden-variety megalomaniacs
tended to be controversial, but history did not forget
them. And before they arrived at their typically violent
demise? Those bastards lived it up.

I respected people with vision. Even now, somewhere
in the Collectorate — close to the President’s side, most
likely — a man codenamed Q6 was organizing a multi-
planetary rebellion against the established order. My
last intel suggested the plan might be years from
fruition, which indicated Q6 savored each step in the
larger scheme. He took a shine to the strategic
maneuvers as much as the outcome.

These folks crisscrossing the Atrejo Gardens Bridge?

Placeholders. Cogs. Gene stamps on personnel data
spools.

Yet, I supposed the job gave these mortals a sense of
purpose. Who was I to demean?

Elian nudged me as we cut a clean path through the
unsuspecting suits and blouses.



"I remember this bridge, boss.”

“How so, my friend?”

“See the third tower over your left shoulder? Snead
Biotech.”

I noticed without slowing my pace.

“Ah. Where you hit your low-water mark.”

“That's the one. Security escorted me all the way out
here. One malgado said he’d toss me over if I showed my
face again.”

“You've come far, Elian.” I tapped my ear bead. “Status,
Ilan?”

“I'll have a visual in two minutes.”

Moon sounded upbeat, which was far distant from his
original assessment of my mission proposal. He didn't
appreciate stepping into a subordinate role, with Elian
taking his place at my side. Moon’s attitude adjusted when
I convinced him to approach his job as if he were
assassinating for the President.

“More important,” I reminded him, “Elian is not a
shapeshifter. He wouldn't make it out of the city alive.”

“I'll get it done, partner.”

After which, he chose a more docile appearance for this
venture. We hadn't polished so well since Qasi Ransome,
now sixty standard days in our rear view.

“Ship,” I said over the bead, “what'’s the view from your
end?”

“Quiet, boss,” the kid replied from inside Bart. “We
haven't raised any alarms.”



“Excellent. How long until you move?”

“Eleven minutes, forty seconds.”

I certified Ship on the sedan’s Nav a week ago.
Though he didn't take to the holo interface as speedily
as Elian or Saul, our other new Nav, Ship practiced
nonstop.

“Keep us alert to any changes, my friend. Stay on
schedule.”

“Will do, boss.”

We crossed the bridge and descended spiral stairs.
Below and beyond, the Atrejo Memorial Gardens snaked
through the financial district, featuring a fine collection
of indigenous flora. Everything from spiral cacti to
bayonet-leaf oaks.

Water features. Contemplative music from hidden
speakers. Artificial aromatics. The works.

At the eastern end — two city blocks away — the
children’s park.

Our destination.

“Stay alert,” I told Elian. “But not a word.”

“Gotcha, boss.”

I gave Elian a challenging role based on the premise
‘less is more.” We rehearsed body language and the art
of stoicism.

“Give away nothing, my friend. Broad shoulders.
Stare through them, not at them. Their imagination will
take control, leaving you with the advantage.”

Elian was a quick study with a brilliant mind. A little



psychotic, perhaps. Sometimes driven by reckless
emotion.

Normal human traits.

We strolled through the gardens at a casual pace. I
rubbed my hand against the low-hanging branch of a
puffer tree and unleashed a cloud of tiny white petals. My
olfactory sensors, at their most delicate, smelled a
perfume too subtle for human noses. I thought of a first
whiff of white wine after popping the cork.

It reminded me of the last time I sipped wine — the Club
Moulet on Qasi Ransome. Nice.

I had no intention of echoing that job’s fiery conclusion
in the center of Machado. But it wasn't off the table; our
target would choose for us.

“I've acquired our man,” I told the team. “Ilan?”

“I have a visual on my target,” Moon said. “Sending to
your pom.”

“Excellent. Time to close the deal.”

The children’s playground featured the tried and true:
A gym for kids under six. Climb, run, chase, slide. And
sand. Lots of sand.

Parents and friends watched their little ones from
benches at the park’s end. Watch might've been an
exaggeration. Most scrolled the holos of their poms.

Not our target, however.

He sat alone on a bench for two, following the little
ones’ pursuits with a contented smile. His bodyguards
blended in with the civilians, but they wouldnt make a



move unless I provoked them. Per our training, Elian
stepped away as I approached the target.

I retrieved my pom and halted near the bench. Our
man didn’t notice me — or perhaps he let such matters
fall to his security. I saw bliss on a withered face that
recently experienced great loss. He was sixty-three, but
the heavy bags and the silver hair spoke of a man
heading toward the sunset.

Still, T recognized those blue eyes. He gave them to
his son Vash, the kid he never knew.

“Joy is a child’s laughter,” I said.

Mateo Cardinale didn’t respond. No surprise. I raised
my volume.

“I miss the innocence. We lose it so early.”

My new shape spoke with a cultured air. He was, I
decided, a man of few words who preferred to listen
before springing a verbal trap. Senor Cardinale diverted
his gaze.

“You have children here?” He asked.

Time to engage the empathy snare.

"I used to. A son.”

“Grown?”

*I lost him in the Swarm war.”

The target stiffened his jowls.

“Condolences.”

“Nineteen years ago. You have children, senor?”

Cardinale grunted his pleasure.

“The best kind. Grandchildren. I can love them until



they exhaust me, then I return them to their parents.”

He laughed at his joke while I opened my pom.

“You watch them while their parents work?”

His lines softened. Cardinale was warming to me.

“No, no. Two hours is all these old bones can manage.”

That matched our intel exactly. He brought them here
five days a week. Same time. On the hour.

I turned to him and extended my pom.

“I'd like to show you an image.” No one in Cardinale’s
vicinity moved, but I detected at least three sets of eyes
keenly observe. “I don’t wish to overstep.”

He unfolded his arms in a gesture of welcome, no doubt
a signal to keep his entourage at bay.

“Your son?” He asked.

“A boy.”

I tore off the holo transmitting from Moon'’s location and
shoved it toward Cardinale. His features hardened like an
ice sculpture the instant he saw the projection. His eyes
wanted to signal rage and alert his people to the clear and
present danger.

Yeah, no. This fella knew how to behave.

Terror held his anger in check.

“May I sit?” I asked while proceeding to do just that.

“If you lay a hand on Rafa ...”

The seventeen-year-old in the holo lounged poolside
with a gaggle of similar boys. Moon didnt have to
penetrate the private club’s security to produce a closeup
image. The sighter drone he launched did the work.



“Your grandson is safe, Senor Cardinale. For now.”

“What in ten hells do you want?”

I trained my eyes on the little ones.

“Your family is your legacy.”

“My family will not be used as a bargaining chip.”

Good. He sensed where I was headed.

“You've traveled this road, Senor Cardinale.”

He knew better than to raise his voice.

“You have crossed a tragic line.”

I focused on the holo.

“What I have done is gain your attention.”

“For what purpose?”

Ah. Now to business.

“You have not fallen in line.”

Rafa Cardinale jumped into the pool with his mates.

“You're with Montez?”

"I have many clients, Senor Cardinale. They're
impatient.”

“I made my position clear. No threat will change it.”

I sighed with a mild disappointment that suggested
his response had been predicted. Time to escalate.

“When my clients become impatient, they send me.”

“Tell your clients: My family’s enterprise will not bear
the sole blame. I can also send a man. Your clients also
have families.”

“With one notable exception. Theirs are protected.”

“If they make a move against ...”

I cut him off with a demonstrative finger.



“We can eliminate your legacy with a moment’s notice.”

Moon spoke in my ear: “In position.”

“Mateo, please observe.”

The man’s first name was my signal to Moon.

I expanded the holo so the new patriarch of the Horax
might see the full scope of the event.

Moon appeared as a blur, from which emerged carefully
targeted laser bolts. The raucous good time in that pool
turned docile.

Teenage bodies floated quietly on the water but for one.

Rafa Cardinale flailed amid the corpses of his friends.

“No. Rafa. I will kill ...”

Elian was prepared if Mateo overreacted. He'd been
trained how to anticipate the man’s bodyguards. No
moment in our mission posed greater danger. If Mateo
turned on me ...

“Rafa is unharmed.” I burrowed my eyes into him and
buried my voice to a seething whisper. “For the moment.
We can eliminate your family now.”

He pressed a hand against his chest. If the man had a
heart condition, this seemed a reasonable time for it to
emerge.

“What ... w-what is it you want?”

“Full capitulation. The Horax will accept sole blame for
violation of Aztecan piracy law. You will withdraw your
spies from Montez and the shipping guilds. You will
concede all territory east and south of Machado. If you
violate these terms, we will erase the Cardinale name from



history.”

His sunken eyes screamed defeat, but Mateo wasn't
done.

“You won't escape justice. I'll track you to the ends
of Azteca.”

“Senor Cardinale, you lost a sister but gained what
was rightfully yours. Take the prize and walk.”

I threw away the holo and closed my pom.

“Your grandson will need comfort in his time of grief.”

The second most dangerous moment followed: Our
departure.

I rose, wondering whether he’d try to make a stupid
move. One signal to his entourage would turn these
gardens into a second site of carnage. Why commit
suicide in front of his grandchildren?

“Stand, Senor Cardinale. Take my hand.”

He'd have a difficult damn time explaining that image
off a secure-drone feed while accusing me of
threatening his family.

Naturally, he refused.

“Miserable malgado. Leave while you can.”

My hand remained extended.

“If I leave unsatisfied, the worst will follow. Capitulate
and enjoy the laughter of children.”

What choice did he have?

Power is as good as the next asshole in the pecking
order. I was that asshole.

Mateo Cardinale, father of nine and grandfather to



twenty, chose to live another day. I gripped his hand like
a steel claw; not enough to break bones.

I wanted him to remember the moment for the rest of
his life.

“Good man.” I leaned in for added effect. “You have one
standard day to settle these affairs. We will be watching.”

As I turned, the shaken old fella mustered enough
energy to ask:

“Who are you?”

I stifled a grin but waited for inspiration.

“Pray you never know.”

I stowed my pom and hid my hands inside the pockets.
If these fools intended to defy me from behind, I had just
cut my reaction time by four-tenths of a second. Risky.

Elian held his position as I walked past, lending his eyes
to the enemy. He'd retreat when I was thirty meters clear.

The job wasn't done; a few deft maneuvers lay ahead.
Nonetheless, I took pride in my performance.

Words first, then guns. A lovely combination.
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OON AND I HAD NEVER BEEN SLOWER. After

I absorbed his reserves during the attack on
Road Train 1492, we lost forty percent of our
footspeed. We still brought enough juice to
overwhelm all comers in a straight-up gun battle,
but an enemy with the proper tech might track us
with a predictive algorithm. A finely honed network
of secure drones could isolate our movements and
develop a profile.

That reality factored into our Machado escape
strategy. We planned routes that skirted most of the
city’s network, even if they absorbed valuable time. It
wasn’t a new idea. We employed it to a lesser degree
during our ten-day visit to Qasi Ransome.

Elian and I split up at the western end of the gardens.

I proceeded north, away from our rendezvous point,
while he turned south. We used public water rooms



where a change of clothes had been stowed. His
transformation, I suspect, was less painful.

I emerged as a young man with luscious locks, earrings,
amber contact lenses, and a form-fitting muscle shirt. I
wasn'’t entirely out of place: Fellas like him were known to
prowl the financial district servicing clients. Though I
carried a magnetic sexual appeal, the template did not
form easily, and every synthetic muscle burned. My
weaker syneth core didn't take kindly to shifting from Raul
Torreta twice in a day.

I gave the secure drones a few looks at my temporary
beauty then dashed through the unmonitored zones at top
speed, leaving a string of puzzled locals in my wake.

Ship guided Bart into the third level of a residential
parking lodge a kilometer south of where we disembarked.
I rendezvoused seconds ahead of Moon, who had shifted
into an old bald man in a jumpsuit. He based the template
on someone he assassinated during our first job for the
President.

“"Well done, Ship,” I said when we entered Bart.
“Perfectly timed.”

“Thanks, boss. It was all in the planning. Followed the
script.”

I slapped him on the shoulder.

“Next time, perhaps, we'll send you into the field, my
friend, and Elian can handle Nav.”

“Can't wait. Got to admit, I was excited watching it play
out. And you, Ilan? That was a damn sight to behold. I



replayed the pool attack twice. Slowed it down to catch
your technique. You're too fast.”

Moon acknowledged the kid with a sharp nod, but it
was a courtesy. Slaughtering a gaggle of kids in a
swimming pool was simple fare. He also had no time for
compliments — like me, Moon craved a comfortable
template. He undressed at the wardrobe where Ilan
Natchez's ensemble awaited.

Seconds after Moon, I reached into my syneth core
and visualized the man who lived on Azteca for nineteen
years. My biology revised until Raul Torreta — the most
suave malgado on the Naugista Plateau — replaced the
unnamed male prostitute.

“Reckon I'll never get used to that,” Ship said after
watching us shapeshift. “I've been meaning to ask:
Does it hurt?”

I glanced at Moon, hoping he'd engage the kid. He
was too busy reassembling Ilan’s attire.

“Pain is relative, my friend. This is familiar skin, so it's
a relief. The others can pose a challenge.”

Ship and Elian adjusted to working for gods with
stunning ease. Ship had known from the start I wasn't
human, so nothing shocked him when Moon revealed
our shapeshifting ability the night after we won the
battle on Roadway 9. Moon gave each lieutenant a cigar
from his special stock and allowed them to help
incinerate the eighty-four Horax fools who we
electrocuted. When Moon returned home, he said



neither one was repulsed by the task and that Elian was
downright giddy. Over the following days, Elian peppered
us with questions about the science of syneth and our
voluminous backstory, but we doled out answers in small,
innocuous bites.

Our true names? Too soon.

How we became gods? They’d never understand.

Our adventures across the nine universes? Not for
years, if they lived so long.

Why we were forced to take human form? Too painful.

We silenced their questions with two critical revelations:

One: We were professional assassins who worked for a
privileged client and amassed wealth to someday form the
largest criminal syndicate in the history of the human race.
We wanted Elian and Ship at our sides.

Two: If they ever betrayed our confidence to anyone,
we would kill them instantly.

Each reacted as any ambitious human might when
offered the chance to become a top general of a grand
and nefarious empire.

“All T have to do is keep my mouth shut? Where do I
sign?”

Humans in need of respect and purpose were infinitely
malleable.

“Elian, how much farther?”

“Parking lodge in sight, boss.”

“Any problems en route?”

“Nothing but glitter.”



I turned to Moon, who finished dressing and lit a
cigar.

“What do you think? Will my instincts prove spot-on?
Or, as Elian would say, ‘nothing but glitter”.”

He retrieved a liquor bottle and a glass.

“Hard to say, partner. Depends on who the five dead
kids are.”

That was the one unforeseen variable. We knew the
grandson and his social circle of spoiled-ass-rotten
rakes spent most of their carefree days at Machado’s
most exclusive club. Productivity was not on their
agenda. They lured other privileged parasites from a
wide assortment of families who reveled in perceived
power. If sons of close associates to the Cardinales
floated in that pool, no problem. But if one happened to
be, say, the son of an Aztecan representative to the
Interstellar Congress ...

Yeah, the entire region would feel the blowback.

“We'll have our answer in the coming days. It's a
process, my friend. And, I hope, the close of an
important chapter.”

Moon poured a glass for both of us and handed me a
stout whiskey.

“Agree, partner. It's time to move on to the next
phase.”

Moon handled the past twenty days of incremental
progress with surprising aplomb. He didn't kill anyone
in Desperido to force my hand; that in itself was an



improvement. He put greater effort into training the
militia. At least once a day, someone caught him smiling.

Brief, mind you. Blink-and-you-miss-it brief. Urban-
legend brief.

Still, an upgrade.

Theo, now an amateur psychologist, attributed Moon’s
agreeability to Elian and Ship’s acceptance of his godhood.

"It’s our opinion,” he said, referring to himself and
Addis, "that Moon seeks validation from humans, much as
he did when he was a mortal. As you know, his
relationship with his father Bonju was often strained. He
used to speak at great length to Addis about those early
years. In one sense, he is still experiencing the pangs of
childhood in this new life as a fallen god.”

And on and on he rambled, despite my succinct retorts.

"The man is no child, metaphorically or otherwise, Theo.
He’s killed billions of humans. Destroyed whole planets.
Why can't you settle for a short, nasty broadside?”

"How unfair. Surely, a man is more than the sum of a
cheap insult.”

And there it was. A Dru-shaya that specialized in
reflection.

I didn’t know how good I had it before a Horax malgado
almost killed me on the tumbler.

When Elian joined us onboard, he removed his
shoulder-length brown wig and ocean blue contact lenses.
I grabbed two more glasses, and Moon poured our
lieutenants a double shot. I offered a toast:



“Teamwork. We do not succeed without it. Everyone
carried off his role to perfection.”

Elian threw back his whiskey and licked his lips.

“It went down like you said, boss. You and Ilan sent
a message they won't forget. So clean.”

“What's today’s lesson, my friend?”

The Motif master winked.

“The three P’s: Preparation, patience, and poise.
They’ll win the mission every time. Overlook one, and
you're a dead man.”

“Were you ever tempted to break character?”

Elian chuckled. “Every second after we entered the
park. Good thing I listened to my teachers. Nobody’s
mastered the game like them. Right, Ship?”

The kid spent years serving liquor, but drinking was
another matter. Our favorite brand didn't sit well with
his gut. Ship nodded in obvious discomfort.

Eh. He'd adapt in time.

“Never forget, my friends. The actual assassination
plays a brief role in any mission. It can be little more
than an afterthought if the quiet elements are
performed to their peak.”

“Yeah, boss. Dont move until you hold the winning
hand.”

“Agree, Ship?”

“For sure, boss. Strike when the time’s right for you,
not them.”

I shared a grin with my compatriots at Ship’s



expense. He didn't look well at all.

“Whatcha think, kid? Can you pilot Bart home?”

He tried — poorly — to hide his discomfort but soldiered
on.

“No worries,” he said, taking a seat at the Nav. That
sigh said he was glad to be off his feet. “Ready, boss.”

I could’ve given him a break, but what lesson would that
have taught? Instead, I offered Elian the co-pilot’s seat.
Moon and I played silent observers, much like we had
during daily training flights.

Ship fumbled through the holocontrols at first but got a
grip on the return flight plan. With a small assist from the
Al, he guided us through this labyrinthine city, past the
enforcement patrols, and onto an overland course. We
entered the lightly populated Killamano Mountain Range
forty kilometers west of Machado, throwing off any curious
assholes who might try to predict our destination.

Ship engaged the worm drive. The usual buckle when
we entered the aperture likely did the kid’s belly no favors.
Yet he was motivated to impress; a sore tummy wasn't
about to interfere.

Two weeks earlier, I took him to space, where he stared
out at Azteca from the same vantage Elian did on his first
jaunt. It was a short visit; Ship was not awestruck. He
asked one question.

“How long before we leave the system, Raul?”

“A year, more or less. Assuming all the pieces fall into
place.”



He contemplated my answer and sighed with obvious
relief.

“I'll be seventeen. I used to think I'd be stranded on
Azteca for the rest of my life.”

“Pouring drinks in the cantina?”

He swallowed. “"With a rusted claw.”

The kid usually avoided tears, but his eyes were wet
when I catalyzed the worm drive for the return trip. I
flipped the holo his way and pointed out which control
to tap.

“Your first unregistered jump. Remember it, kid.”

He celebrated the moment with a generous grin.

“Just like the day you strolled into town and asked for
a tour. Changed my life, boss.”

Twelve standard days later, he exited Bart five
hundred meters south of Desperido. Couldnt have
asked for better from the kid.

He brought the sedan to a smooth landing, where a
handful of our militia waited for news. Genoa and Saul,
the most recent additions to our trusted inner table,
greeted us first. They supervised the town’s defense in
our absence.

Genoa was what you might call silent but deadly. She
allowed her ice-cold gaze, tri-colored crew cut, and
teardrop tattoo to make the necessary first impression.
She learned by listening, which I always found
refreshing among humans. In a few short weeks, she
developed the steadiest trigger outside of Moon and I.



She distinguished herself while defending Road Train
1492; Genoa took out more targets while using a third the
package of laser bolts.

I never used to concern myself with such metrics. My
philosophy bent toward, “If you got ‘em, shoot ‘em.”
Overwhelming force.

These days, our resources were leaner. We had more
than enough weapons, but Moon and I couldn't
manufacture the firing bolts willy-nilly with our limited
syneth. And, as we discovered in recent weeks, the cartels
maintained a tight grip on arms smuggling. One avenue
remained open, but negotiations in that corner had proved
troublesome.

My next order of business: Up the ante with Lumen and
those damn Children of Orpheus.

“We should soon see a full resolution to the Cardinale
problem,” I told Genoa, Saul, and the other militia.
“Mission accomplished. What of Desperido?”

“Quiet, boss,” Genoa said. “No surprise inquisitions
today.”

Constabulary and Montez investigators paid Desperido
a few visits after the tumbler attack. The town responded
with a well-rehearsed rebuttal to all suspicions and/or
accusations:

Militia? What militia? You must have heard wrong. We're
a peaceful little desert town with nothing to offer but red
dust on our shoes. Visit our cantina if you're thirsty.

To be fair, no one pressed hard for answers. The



functionaries they sent filled a checklist role. All parties
— except the Horax, who took the fall — wanted the
matter silenced in a damn hurry.

Genoa, who joined the militia at Elian’s suggestion —
she had worked on his Motif squad for months — learned
the truth about her bosses ten days after Elian and Ship.
Elian insisted Genoa could be trusted; she shared his
desire to see Motif spread to all forty planets and also
wanted adventure beyond Azteca. When I reminded
him of the consequence for rejecting our truth or
betraying it to others, Elian took full responsibility and
vowed to kill Genoa himself, if necessary.

Genoa cracked a smile that day and said:

“Sold.”

And I used to think nobody respected gods!

One man deduced what we were through
observation. That's how Saul joined the table of trust.

He approached us at a quiet moment twelve days
after performing admirably on the road train. The
master art forger asked to speak with Ilan and me in
private aboard Bart.

“You're not human,” he began. “You're not artificial
life. But you are outstanding replicas of both, which
seems impossible. I'd love to know more, if you don't
mind horribly.”

I admired the man’s raw courage. He must’'ve known
we might kill him. Yet Saul persisted, explaining how he
reached his conclusion.



"I create duplicates for a living, yet I can spot a forgery
in seconds. There’s always one giveaway. A small detail
invisible to the untrained eye.” The road train attack
sealed his suspicions. “Afterward, in the wildflower fields,
you did a poor job hiding your dexterity. Everyone else
might have been distracted by the enemy, but I never let
you two escape my sight. Your reaction time during the
firefight defied logic.”

Yep. That whole maneuver risked exposure, but I
thought we had avoided detection until Saul came
forward.

By that time, Genoa had joined the table, and we
needed to expand with loyal lieutenants of diverse talents.
Saul fit the bill.

When we shapeshifted, he found the experience
exhilarating.

Saul wasnt in the best physical condition -
fiftysomething, a sloppy beard, dense bags under his eyes
— so0 he didn't seem like a strong candidate for fieldwork,
despite his fine showing on Roadway 9. We'd find other
uses.

Saul pulled me aside after we returned from Machado.

"I have a project that might interest you, boss. I'd like
to sit down at your convenience and discuss the
parameters.”

He was a former museum curator, a genuine
professional in tone and style, and sounded utterly out of
place among this collection of misfits, exiles, and



wasteaways. Yet Saul was also a fugitive, with open
warrants on three planets. His criminal instincts laid him
low among proper society but reinvigorated him in
Desperido.

“Is it urgent, my friend?” I asked of his project.

“On the contrary. It's merely conceptual. I'd
appreciate your thoughts on whether I should give it
form.”

“Of course. Dark ale is your drink of choice. Yes?”

“Ttis.”

“Perhaps I'll call you into the cantina later tonight. We
can discuss your concept over an ale.”

“I would be most grateful.”

As we dispersed, Elian said he needed to check on his
team. They were ramping up production on this week’s
batch of Motif. The last two shipments raised the bar on
profit potential and were delivered by tumbler without
a hitch. Montez Shipping added their own private
security, just in case.

I praised Ship on a job well done and told him to
settle in for a nice afternoon nap. He earned it. Ship
moved out of the cantina two days ago following an
argument with Lumen over work schedules. He no
longer felt the need to service her establishment.

The kid was growing up.

Yet for all the changes we'd seen in Desperido, one
element remained an immovable force: The woman
whose town we stole and whose son we executed.



Like everything else, Lumen blamed Ship’s defiance on
us. (We didn't refute the accusation.) But what really got
under her skin? The town prospered in ways her provincial
methods never would’'ve achieved. Our unorthodox
business methods produced a high body count, but they
created beautiful ledgers.

A perfect template for the future Moon and I envisioned.

“She won't be able to refuse me this time,” I told Moon
outside the cantina. “We've kept every promise.”

“Don’t be so cocky, partner. She’s held you off for
twenty days. I wager she'll go for twenty-one.”

No doubt.

“She’s a survivor, my friend. She’s used her contacts
well. But you're right. No more stalling tactics.”

Moon frowned. He thought I'd gone soft.

“If Lumen won't tell us the truth, we need to move on.
You put too much stock in her cult.”

I shrugged. “Instinct tells me I'm not wrong, my friend.
Her contacts pull too many levers. They are not garden-
variety zealots.”

“Want me to sit in?”

“Yeah, no. I'm the only one who can finish this.”

Moon glanced each way, made sure no one heard.

“If she won't talk, it's time you left her to me.”

My partner had also evolved over the past twenty days.
He took his fifty-fifty role to heart. The fact that I owed
him my life enhanced his leverage. I did nothing of import
without running it past Moon. He sometimes said no.



For Lumen’s sake, she’d damn well better talk.
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