WHITE
SUNSET

Book 5: Gods & Assassins

Frank Kennedy






Dedicated to everyone who
doesn’t know how to call it quits

c. 2023 by Frank Kennedy
All rights reserved
ASIN: BOC9H211MV

A note from the author:

Please read the first four books of Gods & Assassins
before you begin this tale.



https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0C8RYGQF2




|

Collectorate Standard Year (SY) 5390

ODS WEREN'T SUPPOSED TO DREAM. What'd

be the point? If you could travel anywhere in
an instant, control life and death, withess the
history of the universes from A to Z, experience the
Dawn of the Great Fire and marvel at the Vanishing
of the Final Light, what’s left to imagine?

Moon and I hadn’t dreamed in two thousand years. That
was the price for leaving our human bodies. Our
consciousness merged with a syneth core. We felt lighter
without the baggage of an organic brain.

We agreed: Dreams had existed solely to torture us
from birth. They told young Moon to embrace his inner
lunatic and kill his family. He hid the urges but barely. Me?
I lived on a planet where I didn't belong with a family that
begged for an excuse to toss me aside.

Yeah. Bedtime was a nightmare waiting in the wings.

I'd wake in a sweat, my pulse racing the 100-meter
dash. The worse bit was trying to analyze what the images
meant. Some folks said dreams were symbolic, others
claimed they were prophetic, while the most rational



insisted they were simply the subconscious trying to
make sense of the universe.

Naturally, I never listened to the rational folks. That
got me into more than a little trouble. So I was not
pleased ten minutes ago — furious, actually — when I
closed my eyes for a moment, only to be assaulted by
a dream. Or something to that effect.

I had planned to meditate on the future of Black
Star’s inevitable transition from Desperido. Over the
past five weeks, violence between the cartels increased;
the anti-Collectorate movement made martyrs of nine
protestors we assassinated at Conquillos Base; and
most of our forces remained off world to protect our
Motif facilities.

Then there was Ixoca. He teased us for weeks about
an imminent gathering of his Children of Orpheus.
‘White Sunset,” he called it. Yet he offered no timeline,
no instructions. I couldnt act against him until he
opened the perfect door.

I had my suspicions, of course. Yet none of his
Children gave away the secret, no matter how closely I
looked through their many eyes. They were a cagey lot
on a good day.

Perspective. That's all I needed. A few minutes alone
in the dark to assess and find perspective. Instead,
along came a dream.

A vision. A message. A prophecy. A shadow from an
earlier life. Whatever. Like most dreams, it made little



sense.

I walked through a dark corridor inside an asteroid
called The Hold. That much I recognized. It was my home
for a short time and the place where my reign of
omnipotence ended. Yet I felt cold, and the air was moist
— a far cry from the reality.

I ventured into a large kitchen, where soldiers
inexplicably cooked a bounty from the sea. They taunted
me, which made sense given that they were the enemy.
They wore the turtle green body armor of Swarm F-
grounders and a scorpion tattoo at the base of their right
cheek.

They had no business at The Hold. They lost the war;
Moon and I made damn sure of it. Yet they behaved like
they belonged, as if they lived there for generations.

Huh.

I took a seat at a long table and waited to be served.
Naturally, they ignored me. Then someone reached over
my shoulder with a foot-long serrated blade. Rather than
slice my throat, the owner buried his knife into the steel
table. Sparks flew.

He dragged that knife through the steel as if it was
cardboard. Flames rose in its path, but they didn't bother
this fella. He twisted and curved that blade through a
raging fire.

He yanked the blade away, leaving nothing but embers
and a sunrise-orange outline. At first glance, it was either
an S or a reptile. Upon closer inspection, three horizontal



lines extended inward from the upper curve. A pyramid
grew from the base of the lower curve.

Before I contemplated its significance, an F-grounder
tossed me a plate of raw fish, which landed above the
carving.

The asshole mocked me.

That's where the dream ended. I didn't appreciate
being mocked in any context, and I damn sure wasn't
about to stand for it. I opened my eyes and summoned
the malgado within me.

“Ixoca, is this your handiwork?”

The Jewel hesitated to respond — standard operating
procedure in recent weeks.

“What seems to be your concern, Royal?”

"I had a dream. Tell me this is not a new feature.”

He pixelated red.

“Unlike my Children, I cannot access your
consciousness. However, if you told me what you saw,
I might proffer an analysis.”

“I'm sure you would. You've spent a thousand years
entering your Children’s dreams. Seen it all, I suspect.”

Ixoca grinned, a rare expression of emotion.

“It has better helped me to understand the human
construct.”

“Not to mention allowing for some healthy back-door
manipulation.”

“That, too. Anything else, Royal?”

“Other than an answer to the question Moon and I



have been asking for months? No.”

Before the Jewel faded, he added:

“A few more days, Royal. Then you will know
everything.”

“I'd ask you to promise, but I'm sure you’'ll hedge.”

“Ah. You've come to know me too well. In this case, I
will promise. The final preparations have been made. The
invitations accepted. Travel arrangements secured.”

OK, so that last bit was new. Maybe if I pushed for more
intel ...

“Ixoca, I realize this event is the culmination of your
quest. But I do have practical concerns. As you‘ve noticed,
we continue to send more fighters and contractors off
world. Desperido will soon become redundant. How many
Black Star fighters will you require?”

He surprised me with an instant response.

“Sixty to seventy will suffice. Your current roster in
Desperido is one hundred twenty. I will not stretch your
resources unfairly.”

“Good to know, my friend.”

Why not tell me sooner? Was he testing me? Did he fear
I'd shove the whole damn operation off Azteca to keep my
folks beyond his reach? The thought crossed my mind.

Yeah, no. Too soon to spark his paranoia. I needed him
blind to what Moon and I had in store. As long as he didn't
know about Theo and Addis, victory remained plausible.

“Anything else, Royal?”

“Nothing for now. I'm sure you're a busy Jewel these



days.”

He vanished, but Ixoca never truly disappeared. He
maintained a constant eye on his favorite fallen gods.

The buzzkill of my first dream in two millennia
diminished the allure of quiet time. I linked into my
partner's mind. Moon was inside Desperido Control
briefing the next commander of our Inuit facility.

“Cut it short, my friend. We need to talk.”

"I wanted this over ten minutes ago, partner. See you
outside.”

Shortly after the merge, Moon and I assumed our
internal dialogue would be shielded from the Jewel’s
ears. We thought wrong. Our megalomaniacal ally was
both busybody and know-it-all but never spoke in a
harsh or condescending tone.

Yet.

Moon approached me outside our little home with an
expression more dour than usual. He tried to hide
aggravation behind his unruly beard. I assumed the
latest of many briefings rubbed him raw.

“Concerns, my friend?”

“Not what you think, Royal.”

“Then everything’s good with Inuit?”

Moon nodded.

“Kato’s a fine leader. He'll keep the workers in line.”

“What's the concern?”

Typically, Moon spoke his mind without care for the
immediate effect. He only checked himself when



worried about Ixoca.

“I'm not sure, partner. I ... I think it’s all getting ahead
of us.”

“No one suggested forming an empire was simple. But
I take your point. We're maxing our resources.”

In addition to posting sixty percent of our army at the
four off-world facilities, twenty percent of our civilians had
joined the interstellar operation. We sent teams of both to
strike deals for new smuggling routes, scout locations on
additional planets, purchase new transports, and refine
Motif packages to include more commodities. Desperido’s
population leveled off to how we found it seven months
ago.

“I don't mind dipping my hand into business, Royal. I
can stomach this tedious shit because I know what we're
building.”

“And because you know the next slaughter is never far
off.”

Moon graced me with a smile.

“It helps.”

“You're not hard to read, my friend. But something else
is troubling you. Still uneasy about Riyadh?”

He grunted like a surly old man.

"I don’t agree with your decision. For all we know,
turning down that job will change the timeline.”

“I'm certain that’s where the Prez will die. If we kill the
asshole who's planning her assassination ...”

“We have no proof he’s the one.”



Two weeks ago, Bart detected the beacon Symphony
New World. 1 flew to 40-Cignus, made certain Leonard
had not laid a trap, and retrieved a memglass from the
drop. This time, however, I analyzed the job, copied the
data, and returned the memglass to the casement. As
far as Leonard knew, we weren't interested.

He spoke to the President a week later with Chief of
Staff Kai Parke present. I watched as he voiced that very
concern. They wanted us to kill Ahmed Faez, head of
the Emir’s Royal Guard, and make it look like an inside
job. They believed Faez would shift the Emir’s position
to one bent toward independence. Riyadh almost broke
away shortly after the People’s Collectorate formed.
President Aleksanyan thought they’'d try again under
Faez’s influence.

“If our friends won't act,” she said, “we need to get
the job done ourselves. Do we have any SI contacts on
the inside?”

“No,” Leonard said. “They're buttoned up tight.”

“Then we have no choice. I need a face to face with
the Emir. If I don’t counter Faez and his extremists, we'll
lose Riyadh.”

Despite Leonard’s objections, the Prez ordered Kai to
accelerate plans for a state visit. The timeline said it
would be her last. If we took out Faez, she might never
visit.

I made the proper decision. Moon thought we faced
something more complex than a binary choice. He



might've been right. I monitored Riyadh’s deepstream
news daily.

“All options remain on the table, my friend. We may yet
have reason to intervene. But there’s another matter I
need to discuss. Why I pulled you from the meeting.”

“Not another administrative headache?”

“No. I experienced something worrisome a short while
ago. I find it hard to admit ... never saw it coming. Moon,
I had a dream.”

His eyes glazed over. Did he not see the problem?

“Oh. Another one of your grand revelations?”

“No. A dream. As in, something we're incapable of.
Worse, it was a waking dream.”

Moon shrugged. Not the response I expected.

“Sounds like a psychotic break or a glitch in the syneth
core. Happened to me all the time when I was insane.”

“Those were hallucinations. I was there. I restrained
you daily. This, my friend, was a dream. A trip into another
reality. Incoherent but potentially laced with symbols. The
art of a subconscious I no longer possess.”

He mustered a passive frown.

“Did you speak to Ixoca?”

“He said it's not him or a function of the merger.”

“It has to be connected. Nothing else makes sense.”

“I'm surprised you'd say that after all we've seen.”

Moon studied me with quizzical eyes, like I were a
stranger.

“Tell me your dream.”



I guided him through but left out the description of
the carving. If the symbol meant something of value,
sharing with Ixoca posed a potential danger.

Moon looked away. He studied central avenue, where
tables were being set up for the evening’s main event.

“A dream,” he said, expressionless. “Why now, you
think?”

“I've barely had time to theorize. It's possible you're
right. A psychotic glitch in the syneth. Could be a one-
off.”

He muttered. “Yeah. Maybe.”

“You sound skeptical, my friend.”

He reached inside his jacket for a cigar.

"I didn't say anything at first because I've been
there.”

“Moon, what are you talking about?”

He held the cigar shy of his lips. I heard a confession
coming.

“It happened this morning. I wrote it off as another
glitch. I never thought it might be a dream.”

OK, this day just got a whole lot more interesting.

“Tell me, Moon.”

“It was brief. Maybe fifteen seconds. I saw myself in
my father’s lab. It was before I met you. Father wasn't
there.”

“Who was?”

“Swarm. High ranking officers. They huddled around
a device that fired a laser at something ... I couldn’t see



through them. There was fire. And it was done.”

I didn't believe in coincidence, but I believed in Moon. I
leaned toward a theory I proposed long before we met the
Jewel. If I was right, this moment required some verbal
gymnastics. Time to put on a show for our so-called ally.

“I'd say the timing all but seals it, my friend. It must be
the merger, Ixoca’s protest notwithstanding. This is clearly
a sign of a shift in our matrix. It's tapping into our
memories and twisting them. It's logical we'd experience
the effect within a few hours of each other. I suspect our
syneth is evolving. Perhaps even developing a type of
subconscious. Nothing we should worry over.”

Moon lit the cigar and contemplated my cover story.
After a puff or two, he nodded.

“Hope you're right. I dont have time to go insane
again.”

I chuckled. “It does tend to hurt efficiency. You know
who would’ve excelled in a moment like this? Theo and
Addis. They offered solutions to every problem. Of course,
half the time they spouted whatever nonsense came to
mind.”

Did Moon follow my coded language?

“Yes, partner. They knew how to set us straight when
we didn’t know where to turn.”

Good. He followed.

“I would go so far as to say that if Theo were here now,
he'd suggest my memories were speaking to me. He'd
analyze every part of my dream and develop the most



nonsensical, totally illogical, but remarkably pleasing
interpretation.”

“Agreed. Addis would do the same for me.”

Our D’ru-shayas dared not respond, of course. They
knew how to listen while remaining hidden from Ixoca
and examine the inner workings of our syneth matrix.
If these dreams arose from the place where I
suspected, Theo and Addis would unlock the truth.

In time to make a difference? That was another issue.

Earlier, Moon asked, “Why now?"” I had an inkling, so
I pushed our coded repartee to another level.

“Being back in your father’s lab must have been
awkward. You spent much of your childhood helping
him with experiments.”

Moon shook his head.

“I never think about the years before you came
along.”

“Understandable. But it must have rekindled thoughts
about both your father and mother. Yes?”

His demeanor shifted a touch. Did he get my
meaning? I tried to avoid direct eye contact; no point in
providing Ixoca with visual cues.

“Father and Mother weren’t important to me after I
left Hokkaido. I don't care to revisit those years, Royal.”

“Of course, my friend. Difficult times. Painful. Father
and Mother kicked my ass out of the house and never
spoke to me again. I used to wonder if they thought
about me.”



Moon walked away in a cloud of smoke.

“You'll decipher it. I have things to do.”

Yep. He got my meaning. I'm not sure Moon believed
my theory, but I doubted Ixoca found the exchange
intriguing enough to linger on it. Our minor linguistic
victory would have to suffice for now.

Gods did not dream. Today changed nothing.

My surreal trip inside the asteroid wasn’t a dream at all.

It was a message.

Father and Mother, the old bastard who reigned since
the Dawn of Creation and cast us down into the Fort of
Inarra, hadn't forsaken Its defeated gods.

I long suspected It planted us here with the future in
mind. Moon had refused to believe when I said Father and
Mother knew we'd come into contact with a Jewel of
Eternity.

Shit.

Of course It had a plan. Doesnt every omnipotent
asshole?

We were Its tools, but to do what precisely?

The thought of what lay ahead buoyed my spirits. I
awaited the next message with excitement.

Naturally, the thrill did not survive the evening’s
disaster.
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ESPERIDANS CAME A LONG WAY in seven

months. These former mole people discovered
the joy of celebrating each other’s success in the
light. They relearned social graces, partied until
late hours, and appeared fit for proper society. In
other words, their town was doomed.

I doubted most would leave here with regret. Sizeable
bank accounts offered everyone a fresh start, whether
on Azteca or another world with a Black Star imprint.

These people werent stupid: Desperido was a
boomtown, the kind that inevitably went bust. They'd
soon leave behind nothing but red dust and memories.
Humans loved their nostalgia.

Moon, Saul, and I discussed how it would end. We
intended to depart last. Mr. Mayor would have the honor
of setting off the explosives. We'd watch from a safe
distance inside Bart.

That was the vision. Very tidy.

Of course, it wouldn't be so simple. Our growing list
of enemies were as likely to finish the job and sooner.

That concern plus a message from the single most



powerful entity in all of recorded time weighed heavily as
I joined our evening party on central avenue. Not that I
allowed anyone to notice. Why spoil their great fun?
Tonight’s party was special.

Saul greeted me with a firm handshake and a cordial
smile. We saw each other daily when I wasn’t mission-
bound, yet he always behaved as if it were the first time.
He took to his role as a one-term politician. The phrase I
was looking for? Glad-hander.

That title often carried a negative connotation, pointing
to a lack of sincerity. It certainly described me on
countless occasions, but never Saul. He had evolved
beyond master forger into a reputable man who no longer
hid behind a mask. I found him fascinating and a true
outlier.

“It's a wonderful turnout,” Saul said amid the laughter
and music. “I hope our man of the hour appreciates it.”

“I'd call even odds at this point.”

Saul laughed. “Such a cynic, Raul.”

“You mean to say, ‘not naive.”

He sipped on a dark ale, his favored beverage.

“Cynic. Literally. When was the last time you trusted a
human?”

"I trust everyone, Saul. I trust them to behave foolishly,
selfishly, recklessly, and treacherously. Thus, I'm prepared
to respond in kind.”

“There you are! Cynic.”

I played along. This little game lifted my spirits.



“As you wish. What odds would you assign?”

“Oh, I'd have to go at least sixty-forty in favor.”
“Hedging your bet, I see.”

Saul nodded toward Ship, who approached from Mod

“He bears no resemblance to the boy who used to
serve this ale. I once pitied him.”

“And now?”

“To be frank, Raul, he frightens me.”

“Why? You consider him a threat?”

Saul lowered his voice and leaned in.

“He poses no danger to us. But outsiders? Our
enemies? He'll show no mercy.”

Saul didn't mean it as a compliment, but I took it as
one. The kid had grown five inches since we met. His
mustache thickened, his shoulders broadened, and his
swagger deepened. Appearance alone demanded
greater respect. Yet I focused on what he carried inside:
A steel spine and a frozen heart.

His revenge tour on Everdeen did not destroy him, as
I feared in the days afterward. I watched through his
eyes while veterans who lost their way after the war
encouraged Ship to choose between the man he wanted
to be and the one he was becoming. I'll admit: They
were better teachers. He could only learn so much from
a god.

Now, he was cut sharp as a knife beneath a shaved
scalp. His probing eyes showed no fear. He carried



himself with the edge of a soldier and the aura of a stone
cold killer. If Ship survived our exodus from this planet,
he’d become the enforcer I envisioned from the early
days.

If.

He arrived at the party along with two vets in their
forties but did not come directly over to me, as he might
have in the past. Rather, he acknowledged me and Saul
with a curt nod. I saw “Boss” fall off his lips, then he made
a straight line toward the food.

"I wonder whether he was warned,” Saul said.

“Not in any conversation I watched. I filtered out most
of his interactions. Ship spends the bulk of his free time
alone. Exercise by day and pom-reading by night.”

“What does he read?”

“Military history. Weapons design. Analysis of the
criminal mind.”

Saul shadowed his eyes, but he couldn't hide the
disappointment.

“You must be pleased.”

“I am, Saul. The day he led me on a tour of this town,
I made off-handed promises to win his favor. Never
thought about actually keeping them until sometime
later.”

“He'll hold you to them now.”

Saul and I split up to mingle, as had become tradition
in the short history of these communal affairs. We agreed
to meet back at the podium in ten minutes to give our



welcome speeches. At present, an eclectic band of
veterans and older contractors occupied the small
stage, playing traditional Aztecan folk music. Their
chaotic performance showed passion but a decided lack
of practice. I turned down my audio sensors to filter out
the cacophony.

Music never mattered much in my lives, but it uplifted
the humans in my midst. So who was I to argue with its
power?

Genoa, a day returned from her stint on G'hladi,
sauntered alongside. She had washed away her rainbow
crew cut and settled for jet black after taking a
command role.

“Mind if I have a word, boss?”

“Always.”

She carried a small plate of baked goods.

“Care for one? They’re damn good.”

“I'll pass, my friend. I can guess what's on your
mind.”

Genoa bit into a creamy bar and said:

“That obvious? Raul, I'm happy you and Stopper had
confidence in me to run security for the Rahmati
Plantation. But ...”

“It's boring you senseless. Correct?”

“I wouldn't say boring. More like ... quiet. It's an easy
ride. I joined the militia for action. I'm best with a gun
in my hand, not planning a duty rotation.”

I peeked in on Genoa from time to time; the G’hladi



facility ran at high efficiency, easily our most stable off-
world venture. She already voiced her concerns to Bett
upon return.

“You want an assignment with danger. Yes?”

“I do.”

“Your bank account is overflowing. Haven't you earned
the chance to enjoy your newfound good fortune? There
are many palatial homes in that region, long abandoned.
You should claim one.”

My proposal elicited a mocking laugh.

“And do what? Invite the neighbors over for cookouts?”

“Humans have long enjoyed that sort of thing. Look
around.”

“It's not me, boss. I was thinking about Bolivar. We
don’t have the mountain tribes under control, and we're
on our third commander.”

“I see. You want to replace Inky Sisal?”

“Not replace. Join. He needs a tactical advisor who will
take on the dirty work. I was there when we destroyed
the Pezos cartel.”

She was a go-getter, no doubt. Fueled by adrenaline,
willing to run into fire if need be. Black Star had dozens
like her, but we needed to spread them around.

“You're not wrong about Bolivar, but Stopper and I
agree: We need you on G'hladi for now.” Her shoulders
sagged. “Understand this: We're entering the most
dangerous phase of our growth. Certain events will soon
transpire on Azteca. They'll determine the shape of our



future. If they go badly for us here, our off-world
holdings must remain stable. After we're done with this
planet, we'll revisit your role.”

Genoa smiled in resignation.

“Promise, boss?”

“You don't need to ask, my friend. You belong to the
table of trust. That will never change.”

She finished off the cream bar.

“Gotcha. Oh, and you really should try these. Very
good.”

In many ways, that exchange summed up my life. On
the one hand, I plotted the future of an interstellar
criminal empire; on the other, I massaged and cajoled
to keep everyone content.

Cream bars. Native music. A neighborhood block
party.

Very human.

Eh.

I sought out Moon and Saul then retreated to the
stage, where I waited for the band to finish its last off-
key melody. I sent them away with exaggerated praise.
Per our script, Saul grabbed the crowd’s attention — I
estimated about five hundred had poured out of the
bunkers and modules. They settled quickly.

“Good evening, Desperido,” Saul began, raising his
glass of ale. “"Good evening, Black Star.” After a few
whoops and hollers, “*I'm so heartened by the turnout.
I'm astounded by what we've done in seven months. My



only regret is that hundreds of our dear comrades cannot
be with us. But their absence speaks to our remarkable
success. I offer a toast to every member of Black Star
scattered across other systems. To our comrades and to
the future!”

Glasses, pitchers, and bottles lifted toward the stars,
which crept out from behind the sun’s dying light. Rather
than compete with the cheers, I popped into Saul’s mind.

“Well said, my friend. You lift them up; I temper their
hopes. A nice one-two combination.”

“Only for you, boss.”

I stepped before the microphone and tipped my hat,
which I wore with considerable panache. I'd miss it after
we left this dreadful world.

My speech began with a tone at its most dulcet.

“After that fine opening, to which I can’t hope to match,
I will try to keep my thoughts brief. First, an update. The
next dividends will appear in your bank accounts five days
hence. You'll be pleasantly surprised by the increase.”

A rising tide of applause echoed into the desert until it
turned thunderous. I slipped Saul a devilish side-eye.

“Apparently, I can match,” I said inside his mind.

“Never doubted, Raul.”

When the crowd settled, I continued.

“Before we resume the festivities, I wish to pass along
two substantial pieces of news. First, the facility at Ennoi
on Indonesia Prime will begin running at full capacity in
one week. Behind projections, yes, but we believe its



strategic position will provide us the greatest profit
potential of our four locations. This means we will be
posting more teams of soldiers and contractors to that
region.

“The planet sits at a nexus for the night market. Five
worlds within fifteen light-years of each other. Our next
major expansion will focus on the entire Perseus
Cluster. Once we secure that sector, we'll have solid
routes to everywhere except Aeterna.”

I paused a beat. Dare I give away too much? Hmm.
No. I hadn't yet divulged those plans even to Moon.

“The immortals pose a different challenge. We'll save
them for last. Here’s the upshot, my friends. Our lovely
little oasis on the Naugista Plateau will soon outlive its
usefulness. We've all seen this coming, though no one
wished to admit it. Our future lies elsewhere. Therefore,
many of you face difficult choices.

“In the coming days, long-term residents will receive
a digiform. You will state your intention. Three choices:
Leave Desperido for another home on Azteca; join Black
Star’s off-world operations; or take your wealth to the
stars and settle on another world as a private citizen.
You did not sign a pact with Black Star, so we will not
oblige you to follow us.

"I cant say how long we'll occupy Desperido, only
that her many years of service will not go unnoticed or
unrewarded at the end.”

Ixoca heard every word; I intended the speech as



much for him as the residents. Perhaps I provided a sense
of urgency.

"I don't wish to dim your joy. Rather, I hope you'll
appreciate what brought us here tonight, and that this
might be the last time we celebrate in grand spirits. So, to
that end, let’s continue the festivities. Mr. Mayor?”

Saul regained the microphone.

“Tonight holds special meaning, for we honor someone
who arrived in Desperido six years ago, who we all came
to know, and who has grown from civilian into soldier,
from boy to man.”

Many eyes turned to Ship, who showed no evidence of
joy, though I suspected the shock had waylaid him.

“Ship Foster, congratulations on turning seventeen.”

Wild cheers, shoulder pats, handshakes, and spilled
liquor ensued. Calls for him to say a few words, which
must’ve been his worst nightmare, appeared to freeze the
kid in place.

I jumped inside his mind.

“You're respected and loved, my friend. They'll
understand if you hold your tongue.”

Even in the dim light, water glistened in his eyes.

“It's not my birthday yet,” Ship replied.

“Not on the Collectorate Standard Calendar. But I
researched your local birthdate. Based on system
calculations and time differential, you turned seventeen
shortly before noon. We wanted to throw you a party
today, not two weeks from now. Smile, Ship.”



He did, albeit forced.

I replaced Saul at the microphone.

“Ship was among the first residents I met. Most of
you don't know the integral role he played in bringing
us here. Thank you, my friend.”

I bowed. Well, more like tipped forward slightly. The
day I bowed to a human would certainly be my last.

“Many worlds have a song for occasions such as this.
I've never heard it myself. Apparently you Aztecans
know it well. Mr. Mayor?”

Saul led a loud, boisterous chorus in the singing of a
tone-deaf little ditty called “Birthday Salutations.” It was
more horrifying than the band, although Ship’s
expression said he felt a deeper agony. Still, he took a
breath and sighed when it was over.

He raised his hands and muttered a response.

“Thank you, everyone.”

Few in the crowd heard him, but humans believed it
was the thought that counted. Good enough.

“The positive vibes continue, my friends. My partner
Ilan has a special present for the town.”

Moon dreaded this moment; naturally, I relished it.

Saul looked behind the stage toward the egress to
Mod 1 and nodded my way. Our surprise waited in the
wing.

Moon cleared his throat into the microphone and
shuffled his feet as the crowd silenced. My best friend
proved the old sentiment that public speaking could



humble anyone, even the most ruthless killing machine I'd
ever known.

“The ... the man responsible ...” He shot me an icy cold
side-eye and reset. I never wished my partner harm, of
course, but my joy knew no bounds. I'd mock him about
this moment for the next few centuries.

“Leaders command the stage,” I told him earlier. “You
can't hide forever, my friend.”

Moon recovered before the moment turned
embarrassing.

“The reason we're here today started long before Raul
and I came to Desperido. The man responsible for our
wealth and influence created a product that will be worth
billions of credits very soon.” Moon looked over my
shoulder toward the module. “Everyone, welcome back
the master of Motif. A man of courage and vision (that bit
was mine). Elian!”

The applause for Ship paled to the rapturous ovation for
our resident drug lord, who should have fallen at
Indonesia Prime five weeks ago but defied ridiculous odds.

Elian raised his fists like a fighter entering the ring and
blew past his entourage. The new left leg worked in
perfect sync with his right after a few days of glitches.
Even syneth integrations proved dicey on occasion.

He bounded onto the stage, no less the showman than
the last time he graced a central avenue celebration.
Neither he nor the adoring crowd seemed the slightest bit
hesitant about Elian’s stark facial contrast.



He lost most of the right side to shrapnel; it should
have killed him on the spot. The surgeon’s work and
continued reconstruction with phasic holotools restored
most of what was destroyed. Wisely, he turned down
my offer of a syneth patch that might recapture his
original beauty. I offered no guarantees it would work
after interfacing with his brain. He agreed to a slimmer
alternative.

A syneth glove as soft as human skin but much
stronger covered the grotesque scars and the hole once
occupied by an eye. The tone did not match Elian’s
natural color, a difference only noticeable up close. His
right nostril was slightly smaller than the left, and his
lips crimped at the right edge.

Elian and his fire-red, intricately coiffed hair
commanded the scene. He wore his trademark black
trench coat and a jewel studded to each ear. To no
surprise, his walk with death had done little to humble
the man.

“My people, I have returned!”

His proclamation drew another round of cheers.
Though most of Desperido visited during his
rehabilitation, many were stunned to see him arrive
with such vigor. His back proved the biggest obstacle to
recovery. It had suffered far more damage than first
thought. Publicly, we downplayed his timetable.
Tonight’s appearance was Elian’s idea.

He belonged on a stage.



“Thank you, Ilan. Those words meant everything to
me.”

Moon cracked an awkward grin and clearly wanted off
the stage. Elian wouldn't stand for it.

“If it wasn't for you and my dear friend Raul, I wouldn't
be here today.” He faced the crowd. “It's a hell of thing
working for gods, ain't it? What would they say if you went
back to your hometowns and told people, ‘Guess who I
work for?” They'd reckon you were batshit.” He allowed
the laughter and whoops to settle. “Here’s what I know. I
got two healthy legs, I can stand upright, and I can count
from one to ten. That’s a miracle.

“Oh, and nobody worry: You won't hear about me on a
battlefield again. I'll leave that job to the true
professionals.” He pointed to men and women in
camouflage. “To Black Star!”

The crowd responded in kind.

“So, that’'s all T have to say. Except this. I can't
remember the last time I had a good whiskey or smoked
a fine cigar. Time to make that right, my people. Thank
you all!”

There he was, unabashed and returned to his old form,
though I knew Elian must have been in considerable pain.
Some nerve issues in his back had not been resolved.

He hugged us and made merry with his devotees. He'd
absorb their adulation and soon forget about the folly that
almost killed him. Such was the life of a narcissist. Even
one with half a lovely face.



Tonight, however, his joy did not last long.

CONCLUDE THE SAGA BY CLICKING THE BOOK ICON
AND JUMPING TO AMAZON






