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Introduction

Each of the Weapons of Choice Novels can be read in isolation with a little background information. If you have read Books One, Two and Three and you don't need any reminders, then please skip to Part One of Finn's War.


If you do wish a revisit of past events and characters, I have provided further information on my website. Either click the link below or type in the address:


www.nicksnape.com/about-4




Part One





Chapter 1

Tau Fighting Pit, Matafaga, Togalaau Vai
 
(Four days after approaching the Togalaau Vai System)
 
Zuri held her pained breath, the new bruising along her side not enough to slow her down, yet. Kneeling behind the upturned car, she checked the energy bar in the grip of her bloodied handgun, the grubby, scratched screen showing eighty percent. It meant little to her, not her gun, not her fight.
But we survive, me and mine. It is my fight now.
The raging scream echoed off the grey, concrete walls, pain surging through the harsh words as the two men fought in front of her. One, his arms slashed with shallow cuts that criss-crossed over his upper arm, brought the spiked gauntlet rushing down to crash into the helmeted figure. The gauntlet carried on through, knocking the dirtied laser rifle-held up in defence-back into the man’s face, smearing the prominent nose, as the blunt spikes hammered the dented helmet. Zuri saw the man was done for, his torn and ragged clothing flapped in the artificial wind blowing across the arena. One more hit, and he’d be either dead or unconscious. The gauntleted man cared not, as he powered the arm through another swing, to smash another dent into the battered helmet. Absence flooded the wounded man’s eyes, his upper body flopping to the ground, and bloody drool slipped from stained lips. He lived. The cold breath drifted in the unnatural breeze, though shallow and weak.
Zuri raised the handgun, its previous owner lying by her side, her cheek bloodied from Zuri’s first punch, handcuffs wrapping her arms around a pole. Zuri despaired at the weapon she’d been given, but at least it meant this one lived, just. The woman’s utter rage and continued kicks meant Zuri eventually had to knock her out for some peace and quiet.
On their release, the uniformed young woman had sprinted for the gun, while Zuri had waited, assessing her opponents, the space they’d been released into, and the baying crowd watching from behind scratched and dusty screens. With no hesitation, her assailant had swooped for the weapon, sending a sizzling bolt slamming against the wall beside Zuri. Rolling to her left with her gymnast’s grace, and instantly to her feet with army-honed strength, she had dodged the bolt. Slower than those from her own rifle back on the ship, the bolt left a black smudge on the dusty wall. Zuri had performed a second roll behind a pile of concrete blocks as another stun bolt seared through the air, hitting her side and sending her twisting to the ground as she unfurled. Hence the bruising, the bolts tuned down for maximum entertainment. Zuri, returning to her feet, clambered up the blocks.
Furaha sio kitu kilochoundwa tayari, inakuja kutoka kwa matendo yako. Make your own happiness. Even if it is at your expense.
The armed woman, clearly army trained, had crouched the other side of the metre square blocks, eyeing both sides of the circular pile, expecting Zuri to appear from either. In response, Zuri leapt, the lower gravity allowing her powerful muscles to take her over one block to land feet first on the female soldier, crunching into her shoulder, the snap loud and prevalent in the cold, slimy air. Zuri, landing bent kneed, resisted the urge to take the ‘straight-stand’ position her gym coach demanded, instead taking the woman’s head and slamming it against the concrete floor.
“Stay down,” she said, wrapping the handcuff over the left wrist, finishing with the right after dragging her a few feet to the pole. The soldier woke, kicking out as Zuri took a guard position, the newly acquired gun in her hand. Zuri’s punch, quick and lean, split the woman’s cheek and sent her to dreamland.
“Stay the crap down.” Laughter had spilled from behind the viewing screens, though Zuri was sure they didn’t understand any of her words. These people were here for entertainment and demanded what they paid for. Not all of it was about blood, or the battle, but the scenes playing out, and the subtleties within. But they were far from connoisseurs of hand-to-hand combat, enjoying bruising battle and the showmanship, as much as the technique.
Spectators roared as the gauntleted warrior stood, his chest bare and tattooed, with symbols meaning little to Zuri, other than the usual naked women. Raising his scarred arms and spinning round, he accepted the plaudits, a grin splitting his bruised face from ear to ear. Zuri eyed his actions, drinking in the strutting pose and the reverberating applause, punctuated with echoing bangs on the smeared arena screen. A seasoned fighter, a crowd darling.
But I survive.
Bare chested, muscles taut as adrenaline surged, the fighter scanned the arena, demanding his next opponent. Zuri assessed the man in an instant. With her mind and body combat attuned after months of training aboard ship, Yasuko’s holograms learning from her, and upping the training ante every day. He instilled no fear in her, though fear was an excellent weapon to use.
“Hey,” she shouted, standing up, her arms out front, palm forward with her trigger finger through the handgun’s guard. “Over here. I don’t want to fight.” Zuri bent and threw the gun to the ground, one step ahead, stepping backwards to show her surrender while visibly shaking.
“Pala’ai,” roared the warrior, charging Zuri with fists tight and ready. Zuri stepped back, heels raised, and feet balanced with arms low. The bull like man, Polynesian in appearance with blunt nose and wide cheeks, ignored her movements. Overpowering was his game. The flexing muscles and sweat stained body bore down upon her, seeking fear-filled responses.
Mpiga ngumi ukuta huumiza mkonowe. He who hits the wall with his fist hurts his own hand.
“Tai oe,” he shouted, muscle bound arms sweeping down, blood dripping and raw. Zuri slid her right leg back, allowing his spiked right arm to sweep by. All power, but missing the target, the warrior’s momentum carried him through. Zuri punched his kidney, hard and fast, before her left hand smacked into the back of his neck, sending him sprawling to the filthy floor. Without a thought, Zuri lifted the handgun from the floor, placing it against the top of his spine, close to his neck.
“Stay down,” waiting, knowing he wouldn’t. Zuri’s finger tapped the trigger to assess the weight of the pull required. The crowd bellowed, hammering the plastic screens as their champion lay in the dirt. A rolling thunder of sound, designed to feed the atmosphere of adrenaline fuelled combat. Their warrior tried to rise, muscles straining as he pushed against the concrete floor.
“I said stay down.” Zuri fired, the energy bolt searing into the man’s neck, and surging along the nerve clusters up and down his spinal column. The man shook, battering his body against the hard floor as the bolt did its work. The crowd noise went up another notch, screens warping as the excitement rose. Zuri ignored them. The opponent was the focus. Losing that was the quickest way to death. No surprise, groans shuddering through strained lungs, the large hands pressed to the floor as he tried to rise. Another bolt would be dangerous, life threatening possibly, not something Zuri wanted to do unless she was forced. Heaving, the man rolled himself on to his back, eyes red-rimmed and dull from pain, staring at Zuri. Drool slipped; his tongue lolled about his mouth as garbled syllables left numb lips. He tried to swing his arms towards Zuri’s legs, the spikes scraping through the dirt.
“What is it with men these days?” Zuri punched him with the heel of her hand, striking his nose, the give signifying it wasn’t the first time it had been broken, as the nostrils split, and blood smeared on her hand. He fell back, skull rattling as it clattered to the floor.
I am not your pet.
Zuri threw the battered gun to the floor, spun on her heels and headed for the arena door. Three more fights and her sentence was finished. She just hoped Finn had the patience to wait.
Impossible as it seemed, the noise rose further, rising to a crescendo. The people caught up in the excitement of her win. Except one. One who sat back in her cushioned chair, tapping a bloated finger upon the worn wooden armrests. Bringing up a bulbous arm to reach for her tattooed ear, she pressed the communication stud on the headset she wore.
“Ritchin, immediate line.” The tapping continued, moving to the first of Leoleo’s many chins as possibilities assailed her during the wait. “We may have one, may. Yes, I know, it’s been a while, but that means the supply is low. Basic economics, Ritchin. If this one is even close to being good genetic stock, then the price will be high. Not my fault you tapped out the vein in your rush, is it? No, not sure yet. It was the first fight, more to come. No, she isn’t fighting Diathstar until the end. Told you before, always in too much of a rush. What happens if she loses? Less money for both of us, you know he doesn’t leave much for us to use. He knows, Ritchin. He knows what we do and does his best to make sure we can’t. If you hadn’t insisted on taking his wife, all this would be so much easier.
“Anyway, we got lucky with this one. No ID, caught in Matafaga three days ago. No family will be looking for her, no indenture with another company to pay off. Nice and clean.”




Chapter 2

Approaching Togalaau Vai Solar System
 
(Four Days Earlier)
 
Finn flexed the armour sleeve, the ceramic plates rippling fluidly with the improved kinetic gel Yasuko and Noah had developed. A synthesised version of the Talin human protein, less prone to fungal feeding frenzies, he hoped, and able to dissipate multiple hits in sequence, rather than being overwhelmed by focussed bursts. Anything that provided an edge was welcome in his book. He eased the prototype sleeve off his right arm, careful not to damage the ceramic links Noah was so proud of.
“Yep, feels good. I like the way the plates interlock, fewer joins and it doesn’t seem to affect the wrist movement as much as you thought. Nice work.” Finn clapped Noah on the shoulder, sending a huge smile to confirm his thoughts. Noah beamed in response, eyes glistening despite their tiredness. “Now it’s time for sleep, yeah? I’m shattered and we start entry into the new system tomorrow. Yasuko will be giving us a run down on what she’s learnt from the Haven data banks, and anything the radio signals are telling her. Sleep. Now. That’s an order.”
“And mine,” said Corporal Smith, his hologram hovering above the workstation littered with an array of mechanical parts. “Loving your work though, Private Noah, keep this up and we’ll be fully fledged Space Marines!” Smith transformed his image, the neat haircut and ironed uniform replaced by one of the Flash Gordon’s enemies from the 1930s, looking like an extra from a Roman Epic. All metal skirts and breastplates.
“Laugh a minute, Smith. Keep it up and your plaque will be flushed,” said Finn, a smile playing on his lips as he remembered the old TV series. And now he was making his own real-life science-fiction blockbuster, in a co-starring role.
Or is that a supporting actor? I know I’m not in charge. Thankfully.
A tired yawn slipping out, he stood up and stretched, his decision on returning to a warm bed made. Finn rubbed the shorn hair on the back of his neck, scratching the small nicks and scars amongst the roughly shorn hair. Yasuko’s nanobots using him as practise before tackling Zuri’s.
Yep, not in charge.
Finn walked out of the workshop, scanning the cluttered shelves of motor parts, armour plates and the new suits. Noah’s pride and joy, and part of Yasuko’s project to keep him busy but talking. The boy… no, the man, had been through more combat than some regular soldiers saw in their entire years of service. Definitely more death, and the carnage from Bethshan, especially from the City of Seth, had scarred the man’s soul. Not irreparably, but healing took time, and the salves were friendship and openness. Yasuko had recruited Finn into her plan, and now they spent a few hours a night, usually at Earth Standard 2am to 4am, working on the suits.
Though who is getting the most healing out of it, Yasuko?
Finn eased along the corridor, conscious that his leg wound had healed, but still favouring the other side a little. The deep bruising from the helicopter crash on Bethshan had healed fast, the chemical scarring from the Boush slime mold, not so quickly. The memories of the Boush eating his flesh, and his demise into fevered hallucinations still invaded his nights, though thankfully the fire and smoke nightmares of Helmand Province had held off since. Otherwise, he’d have drowned in the darkness of PTSD infused nightmares. Zuri, with a steel-edged heart, kept most of it at bay. The image of her fury, with the cold hard edge of her determination that they all survive, set on her face, appeared to calm his racing pulse on those nights she chose to sleep alone.
Tonight was one of those, though sleep was far from on her mind right now. Finn noted the shouts and thuds echoing from the training room, Zuri adopting Noah’s work schedule to hone her combat skills. From the clash of metal on metal, he guessed she’d moved on to Yasuko’s promised ‘speciality’ session.
Finn reached the door; glad it was transparent so he could watch safely. Zuri held the spear point down, its haft short, unlike those arrayed at the back of the room, with a metal shod heel. Facing her was Yasuko’s nanobot formed trainer, its figure human but blank featured, though the spear movement it displayed was far from boring. No fancy twirls, spins or twists, the Haven based ‘kata’ or ‘form’ it moved through composed of short thrusts, punctuated by body movements that gave weight to the strike, or prepped the wielder for movement away from counterstrike. Remembering the gravity level of Havenhome, the huge prey early Haven hunted, the spear was an ideal weapon in both long and short style.
With the bot finishing its training kata, Zuri took her stance, and worked through the pattern side by side. The grace of her fluid movements, complemented by the power of muscles honed by real combat, helped keep the form perfect for the first twenty positions. The ensuing misstep greeted by a prod at the foot position by the trainer.
“Always the back foot,” said Yasuko, her hologram nonchalantly sat upon a copy of Zuri’s favoured couch. Standing up, a spear grew in her hand, and Yasuko’s hologram mirrored Zuri’s movements until the point where the back foot was misplaced. Zuri repeated the movement, sliding the foot rather than lifting it, nodding as she did so. “That’s better. Just how my memory bank says it should look.”
“Thank you. I’ll run through it again.” Zuri took her place next to the bot trainer, sweeping through the moves until she hit the twentieth position, the slide slightly exaggerated, but her centre of gravity perfect, allowing the left leg to pivot so as to dodge and thrust on the right. Thirty moves later, sweating but exuberant, Zuri came to a stop, taking the ‘straight-stand’ position from her gymnast days to add her own finish. As the training bot absorbed into the floor, Zuri’s spear transformed into the long version, the blue glow of the weapon’s nanobots indicating its restructure. She twirled it flat in her hand, checking the balance position, before taking up the different stance the weapon required.
Finn sighed. He could stand there all night, but he needed sleep. Reluctantly, he sloped off to bed, pondering his own training regime as he did so. Hand-to-hand combat, British Army style, was his level, but Zuri’s use of the weapon of choice? Now that was worth thinking about. He fell asleep dreaming of electrified knuckle dusters.




Chapter 3

Approaching Togalaau Vai
 
Yasuko compiled the radio wave data now streaming through her sensors, focussing heavily upon the sheer amount of radio and electromagnetic television signals coming through. This planet was technologically advanced, and busy, so full of life that it almost burst at the seams. Such a huge contrast to Bathshen. The light she received showed a murky, purple-blue water filled planet, where the continents were crammed coast to coast with conurbations, and little open space between. What there was supported a myriad of coloured plant life, with green far from the norm. As the data compiled further, she realised the seas were riddled with purple algae. Much of it cultivated, with evidence across the information streams showing that it was genetically altered to be protein rich and so could subsequently be reconstituted as a main food source. Even the atmosphere made Earth’s look positively pristine.
Wow, this place is heaving with human life. And though language rich, the main commercial tongue seems to be a Polynesian variant, yet the human gene pool is deep. This must be one of Xxar’s projects, post building the Orbital Station, when the Scientocracy all passed through his domain. I remember him arguing for a tribal mix when seeding planets, and here it seems to have worked unchecked by Haven interference. But the House? And the SeedShip?
“Hey, Yasuko,” said Smith, his hologram hovering in the ‘control’ room. Yasuko had verbally dropped her bitterness about the name but refused to use it. Smith’s request for ‘deck’ was an even worse choice. They were on a spaceship, not a sailing boat. Yasuko ignored the call for as long as she felt prudent. Her newfound freedom bringing the complexities of social interaction into her world, muddying her thoughts and blunting the certainty that previously ruled her programming.
Who knew freedom brought so many complications?
Yasuko sensed Zuri and Finn enter, followed by Noah, yawning as he slipped a t-shirt over his uncontrollably fuzzy hair. Noah had insisted on stopping the placebo salve the day after the ringlets first appeared, now shaving his head to the scalp whenever he accidentally checked the mirror. Right now, it was in the oh no period, soon to be at the mercy of the clippers. Luckily, the gene edit before his rebirth had not affected his facial hair. All good in Yasuko’s eyes, Noah’s presence kept her centred on what was happening to her. The shackles of the Convention thrown off, her systems given free rein, and the symbol of that was sat rubbing his head in despair on the couch. And it meant the world to her. Memories of his absence stored in her data banks, ready as a reminder of the social duty that being part of the crew really meant.
“I’m here. I was skimming the first set of information from the main seeded planet.” Yasuko threw a visual of the dirty looking blue planet on the screen. “They use the name, Togalaau Vai, often shortened to Vai. It appears to mean ‘Water Garden’, with the main language root similar to your Earth Polynesian variant. However, I detect sub-roots from Khoisan and other languages across the planet. They have off-planet space capability. One or two distant rocky planets in the system have satellites but no planet bases. There is a rocky moon, with a limited atmosphere and low gravity. There is a human built base on there, though I’m not sure of its purpose, mining possibly?” Yasuko showed a view of the moon. “But there is a string of larger orbital stations circling the planet. Most have a version of artificial gravity; they spin to give the illusion via centrifugal force on the outer rings. They have to be quite large to reduce the negative effect on the inner ear and the resulting space sickness. The costs must be phenomenal, and each appears to be owned by a company on Vai.”
The screen image pulled away from the moon base, taking in the view of the planet, with the five orbital stations spinning in a ballet of technology around Vai. In amongst them, spun much smaller stations, hung along similar orbital paths. Many appeared abandoned, or in a comparatively poor state of repair. The screen narrowed to show a few spaceships moving between them. The variation in their style and condition reflecting the economic spread Yasuko had hinted at.
“Any idea whether they’ve found the SeedShip?” asked Zuri, lounging on her favourite couch, but with eyes showing a keen interest in the images.
“Difficult to tell. There are so many signals down there. I think I detected the House, but surely if I have, then so must the people of Vai with the level of technology on display. But there is definitely no active SeedShip signal. So, either it’s not activated, or it has been, and it left for Havenhome with a hold full of Vai humans.”
“Or,” said Noah, “they have found it, and like !Nais, they broke in rather than it being activated. We’ve already seen one refuse entry on Bathshen. The tech we see here suggests maybe fifty years ahead of Earth, Yasuko?” said Noah.
“As an estimate, it sounds about right, maybe a little more.”
“And from what we saw on Bathshen, nuclear fusion is a likely tool the SeedShip offers, among others. Any signatures of that type?”
“Yes, quite prevalent, but still large in structure, according to the data. The material advances in the SeedShip are not in evidence to make fusion a viable tool for long distance space travel, yet, but I’m going by distant signals. It could well be that there are lots under the surface we can’t see. Pollution levels are very high, dangerous in places. That doesn’t bode well for their future.”
“So,” said Finn, leaning on the dais, with his head next to Smith’s blue-tinged hologram. “Do we have any reason to go down there? On Bathshen, we were desperate for palladium after the cosmic dust storm. In other circumstances, we could easily have just flown on by, oblivious to the Boush. But we were needed, and our help was pivotal. Are we needed here?”
“Hard to define need,” said Zuri. “But the SeedShip tech could advance these people on, reduce poverty and food issues, and provide innovation in medicine and clean energy. Do we fly on and not give them those options? Exposing the SeedShip could save thousands of lives, and knowing that, are we capable of ignoring it?” Zuri stood, fluidly moving closer to the screen. “Maybe what we see from out here isn’t what is really going on down there. We see this wonderful technology, but does that blind us to the people?”
“Ah, you want to go down to the planet,” cut in Smith. “And take a look and get a feel for what’s happening. In full armour, guns blazing? Otherwise, you are leaving yourself vulnerable. You are the one who talks of survival, me and mine. Does that include every human now, Zuri?”
“No, just the good ones. We have this tremendous capability, and with that comes responsibility. We need to know before we act, and if we can understand what Vai, and its people, are like, then it gives us more chance to think with clarity. My mother used to say: Nyumba nzuri si mlango, fungua uingie ndani. A good house is not its door. Open it and go inside.” Zuri’s eyes misted over; her mind briefly lost to memory.
“So, we take a look see. But Zuri, is it about our power for change? Or about giving them the option to do so themselves?” said Finn, briefly taken aback by speaking his deeper thoughts out loud.
Zuri smiled as Finn spoke, another one of their late-night discussions flooding back. “Their option, but like Wendyll on Bathshen, it has to be the right choice. Put all this knowledge in the wrong hands, and well, we’ve seen enough of that on Earth.” Zuri tapped the screen as she thought on, “As for survival, any ideas in those huge brains, Noah and Yasuko?”
“Oh, I think we can come up with something interesting,” said Noah, a sparkle hitting his eye and a grin appearing as his mind ticked over. “Though protective plate armour will be an issue we can’t solve. Yasuko, when we’re closer, can we get some pictures of their clothing styles? Time to get the needle and thread out.”
Yasuko stood in the centre of her crewmates, awed by their capacity to think through the social intricacies of the decisions they could make. Soldiers, but people with heart who processed the complexity of life way beyond her current capacity.
Knowledge is power, but shared knowledge is salvation.




Chapter 4

Entering Togalaau Vai Solar System
 
“This thing has the light-wrapping technology too?” asked Finn as he circled the bulbous, beetle-shaped ship. Its blue-metal hull shone in contrast to the bronzed floor of the spaceship’s hold. Yasuko had extended the atmosphere briefly, so they could access the space usually reserved for her nanobots, adding a little gravity to keep them comfortable.
“Yes, all spectrums, so you should be undetectable, in theory. I’ve just not had a chance for any real-world testing, so I can’t guarantee it’s perfect. It should absorb most wavelengths, or smooth them around it, but I don’t know the extent of their detection technology. I wouldn’t suggest a world tour.” Yasuko waved her virtual hand, and the side entry door slid smoothly open. “And you still have physical volume, so you displace atmosphere. This, again, has the potential for detection. Smith certainly uses that in his sensory array, and Noah’s developing that for the new suits with his help.”
“Not got my pilot’s licence yet, and there’s no way Finn is flying me,” said Zuri.
“Smith is at the wheel, baby. Take it steady, I had a rough night!” said Smith, his hologram appearing in the door entrance. “In here, I am king!” Zuri flicked a querying glance at Yasuko.
“He means I have no presence in the microship’s system. Sorry, I had no choice. To run the algorithms with the time I have, I needed an AI presence. His was the fastest to upgrade to fly the ship and connect with the sensors.” Yasuko gave a virtual shrug. “Besides, you were taking him anyway.”
“Just great,” said Finn. “Here was me thinking I’d be having a bit of R and R away from his insistent whining. And now, not only do I have him plugged in my ear, but he’s also my taxi driver. I am not tipping, Smith. Not a single coin.”
“Skinflint. My flying’s like my driving—”
“—Not as good as you think,” jumped in Finn.
“Funny. No, smooth as silk. But there’s no hostess service. Get your own coffee.”
Finn sighed and walked through Smith’s holographic projection. It annoyed the hell out of Smith every time. Inside there were two seats, a console with a few data plaques embedded, and a large viewscreen where cockpit glass would normally be. In the back sat two sets of their armour, quickly upgraded for wearing, should there be an atmospheric problem on board. They were not suitable for spending much time in space, with no heat or radiation shielding yet, but Noah promised he’d work on that while they were planet side.
Zuri followed Finn inside the ship, her new clothing fluid against her skin. Yasuko and Noah had refined the new kinetic gel and printed them a set of clothes reflective of the current Vai style in the city of Matafaga, sat on the coast of a western land mass. It wasn’t ceramic plate. However, chemical projected bullets were unlikely to penetrate. And it had a limited energy dissipation capability in the outer material, tested against their own weapons. Better than cotton, if nothing else. She sat in the chair, buckling up as the microship used nanobots sparingly. Zuri wasn’t sure if this was as a result of constructing the small ship at speed, or Yasuko not wanting to give Smith such a level of control. Their main function was as shielding linked to the sensors, with Smith only able to direct these.
“Buckle in Finn, the sooner we are on the planet, the better. You took the anti-virals?” Finn nodded confirmation. “Then we are good to go. Smith, you have the wheel.”
“Yeehaw!”
◆◆◆
 
Finn eased the door open, the musty night air washing across his face as he stepped on to his third new planet. The sea flopped on to the shore ahead, thick with purple algae that assailed his nose with pungent sea air and rot. The mauve tinged beach littered with trash. What appeared to be plastic and Styrofoam similar to Earth’s, entwined with thick ropes of the same algae that choked the rolling sea. Nearby, Finn’s new glasses translated a sign nailed to a green leafed tree that swayed amongst the thick atmosphere.
Mmmm, ‘Freedom Park. Saolotoga Business Sponsorship welcomes you. Please leave nothing behind.’
Finn tapped the metal plaque at the back of his head, attached to the arms of his glasses like a strap.
“You reading as well as translating, Smith? This a joke?”
“Afraid not. Sensors are telling me this crap runs all the way down the beach and carries on further, beyond my range. What a crap-hole. Hey Zuri, time for coming out. Need to hide the ship.”
Zuri emerged, her own set of glasses scanning the area and providing a night vision view of the bedraggled beach. The disgust on her face was no surprise to Finn. Zuri had talked animatedly all the way down about her hopes for the planet. Its name, Water Garden, painting a picture of a wonder filled planet. Her lips twisted, nose running as the rot hit her with the pungent sea air backing up its assault on her senses.
“Thilafushi,” said Finn. “It’s a Maldivian Island rubbish dump, plastic hell. Watched it on television. It was that bad. You could practically smell it through the screen. That’s what this reminds me of. People have no shame until it’s too late.” Finn kicked at the pile of bottles at his feet, to be greeted by a swarm of fly like insects rising from the damp, rotting algae underneath. With Finn not to their taste, they flew back to their feasting. “Don’t think this is a place for a vacation. We good to go, Smith?”
“Yep.” Smith switched on the light-wrap via the communication channel, then set the ship to hover amongst the trees they’d chosen on the flight down. “Can’t see anyone in a rush to investigate this dump.”
Smith marked their path towards the city outskirts on the glasses HUD. Time to find out what Togalaau Vai was really like. It hadn’t made a good first impression.




Chapter 5

Matafaga, Togalaau Vai
 
Finn tried his best to look calm, attempting to appear natural on the city streets he encountered, like he was home, and everyone along the way was not hostile. But after so long on edge, and not knowing the people or the culture, it took a lot of will power to hold himself back. For the first time in months, he had his feet on solid ground with no weapon immediately to hand, and none of the highly protective armour that had become a second skin. Edginess crept into his walk. Eyes swivelling, every box floating across the neon-lit street, every can kicked along the gutter, caused a knee-jerk reaction. Zuri reached across, taking his hand, then slipping her arm in his. The squeeze forced him to look directly at her, the expected look of reassurance there. Zuri offering her resolve to strengthen his, and to stop him standing out like a nervous antelope walking through a pride of lions.
The first night-time street they’d entered was the typical winter seaside town from their past, full of closed up shops offering tatty rubbish, and promises of sticky candy and rotten teeth. However, these had been closed for a long time. Rubbish had built up in their inset doorways, or rough sleepers muttered warnings as they passed by. It drew memories of winter nights searching for something to do and finding desolation on the streets, instead of the neon promise of fun.
Walking deeper into the city, the main street changed. Silent cars swept along the roads, a mix of old and shiny cruising the busier street, sweeping under the increasingly harsh gaudy lighting. The street filled with people, clearly out for a good time, or the nearest hustle. The assortment of humans was interesting, a much wider ethnic mix than Bathshen, with a high degree of Polynesian body characteristics amongst the throng. It wouldn’t have stood out on the streets of any major western city. The only difference was in their eyes, narrower and obviously smaller. Everywhere, the ‘Saolotoga Business Sponsorship’ reminded people who they were, sign upon sign, above shops and on billboards. Freedom a word often repeated in their straplines.
“This doesn’t seem so different, Zuri. The rubbish is bad, but we’ve seen streets like this in every town back on Earth. Looks like a typical Saturday night in the city centre of Glasgow to me, all drink and banter.”
“May be your typical night. I’m a wine bar person myself.” Zuri smirked as Finn gave her the surprised look. “There does seem to be an edge of desperation. Let’s try a bar.”
“We’ve no money, remember? If Smith doesn’t connect with the payment method, then we’re setting ourselves up.”
“We’ll watch and see. C’mon, this one’s a little quieter.” Zuri dragged Finn towards a bar lit with a green tinged sign declaring it as ‘E Saoloto’, Finn’s glasses translating as ‘Be Free’. He could feel the eagerness in Zuri as she pulled, excitement rising at the prospect of everyday human contact. Her smile was broad, not quite relaxed, but without the edge they’d all been living with. The picture of normality as they walked into a real bar struck him too, having the opposite effect.
“Wow, this is my kind of joint. Look at the cocktails. No beer here, Finn. Hope you like pineapple in your drink. Oh, and I’m connected in. Yasuko said they use chip implants connected to wrist devices. I can fool the system into payment. At least I think can,” said Smith.
“Not filling me with confidence, Smith,” said Finn, squeezing past the twenty or so customers sipping from all varieties of straws, desperately searching for a drink amongst the umbrellas and strange fruit in the glass. They found a table next to a wall depicting an idyllic beach scene, all purple fronded palm style trees and yellow sand. Zuri scanned the cocktail menu, the translation practically meaningless, with only the odd word standing out. Kava tickling a memory at the back of her wine bar memories. Her smile widened further.
“O le a se mea ou te maua ia te oe?” asked the approaching server, the dress plain black to stand out against the gaudy colours of the clientele, her tired face indicating a long shift. The translation was swift.
“Kava please, two,” answered Zuri, copying the words in her ear, and automatically showing two fingers. The server tapped her tablet and then offered it over to Zuri, who looked blankly at it.
“Not sponsored people? Saolotoga? I hear those who work for the Filemu Fund are just given their drinks. Here we pay, chips? Watch will do.” Finn reached over, saying a silent prayer as he swept his watch over the tablet, Smith’s plaque in his hand. The colour change gave hope, and the satisfied nod from the server was enough to confirm his relief. As she left, Finn slotted Smith back in place.
“Smith, master thief, strikes again.”
“Not bad for a Corporal in the British Army, sworn to protect,” said Finn, smiling as Smith choked in his ear.
Zuri scanned the bar, taking in the wide ethnic mix, with the drinks flowing. Noise levels were high for only twenty people, and the mix of ages was wider than she’d have expected. The drinks were going down quickly, too. There just seemed to be an edge to the mood, but she could easily put that down to a lack of understanding of the planetary, or even this city’s, culture. It was clear that they didn’t stand out, apart from their eyes, which the glasses hid well. Turning to the bar, she saw the server pointing over to their table, gesticulating to the bartender.
“Oh no.”
“Master bloody thief, indeed. Let’s go Zuri. Now.” Finn grabbed Zuri’s hand as the bartender spoke to his watch, eyes always on them both. They went for the door, customers blissfully unaware and parting as they rudely strode through. Finn slammed the door open, emerging onto the heavily populated street, assailed by the noise and hubbub of a busy night under neon lights.
“There,” said Zuri, pointing to the two advancing people, one male and one female, with deep blue uniforms covered in Saolotoga insignia and wicked looking metal clubs in hand. They spoke animatedly in their radio headsets, walking towards them with intent. “Go.” she shoved Finn into the crowd.
Finn turned and ran back down the street, shoving people aside and heading for the beach and the safety of the microship. Zuri a step behind. He could sense her presence as her feet glided across the cluttered pavement.
“I’ve flooded their radio signal. It should give us an extra minute or so before backup arrives.”
Finn glanced over his shoulder, Zuri waving him forward as their bodies’ additional power under the lower gravity eased them away from their pursuers. Finn, his sprinting stamina not the best, still felt fresh as they reached the next block of seedy bars. Zuri eased in beside him, keeping to a fluid jog at his side.
“We’re losing them, keep it going,” she said, then hit the floor. Unprepared, her head smacked on the pavement, blood staining the slabs. Finn stopped, anger rising as he turned. A heavy bola was wrapped around Zuri’s legs, an electric current surging as her leg muscles strained for release. The two uniformed police catching up rapidly. Finn dropped to remove the entangled metal wires. Current surged along his arms, firing nerves and causing his fingers to flex uncontrollably.
“Arrrrhhhhhhh,” he shouted. Then a high-pitched shriek hit his ears, scything through his brain.
“Drone Finn. Two of them, you need to go.”
“Not leaving Zuri,” Finn tore off his shirt, wrapping it over his hand and attempting to rip the wires off. He felt them give, but the surge of electricity hardly lessened. A second electronic scream ripped through his senses, dislocating his mind from the events happening around him.
“Now, soldier. Move now! Leave and we can break this soldier out, but not without you. On my orders, Lance Corporal.”
Finn roared, ripping at the wires with useless, tingling arms and fingers.
“Go Finn,” whispered Zuri. “Go now. But don’t you leave me the crap behind in a scummy prison. Got me? I survive. This time, I depend on you.” Zuri pushed him away as the uniforms hit his eyeline, a second bola sweeping through the air towards him. Instinctively, Finn raised his numb arms, blocking the bola from hitting his upper body and ripping the wires apart before they could fully encircle him.
“Run!”
Finn spun around and ran for the beach, drones streaming behind, with lights flashing.
“They stayed with Zuri, Finn. Not chasing. Working on those drones.”
Finn, lungs finally beginning to complain, remained speechless. Angry at himself, he should have stayed and fought. But they weren’t here to make enemies, and deaths would have surely followed. More than anything else, he knew himself better now and understood the responsibility he carried in the weapon of choice strapped about his waist as a belt. Its use would have led to killings he could avoid. As Noah constantly reminded him, they were soldiers, but that title came with a wider responsibility than just the gun.
Doesn’t make it any easier. But this is not a battle. Zuri is not a prisoner of war. Breathe.
The scream from a drone cut short, the second one smashing against it as they both hurtled towards him. A muttering came from Smith, no real words amongst the garbled sounds, but Finn got the gist that he’d helped.




Chapter 6

Matafaga, Togalaau Vai
 
Zuri barely felt the heavy hands on her leg fiddling with the bola, but relief hit her as the surging electrical pulse stopped. She kept half an eye on the feet moving in her field of vision, contemplating taking the woman out if given the chance. However, she needed to use restraint. These were ordinary people arresting a reported thief.
Subira ina malipo. Patience pays.
Zuri’s tingling hands were roughly tied. She could feel the hard edge of a plastic cord tightening against her skin and straining muscle. They rolled her over, clubs raised to show intent, though no blows followed. These were police, not an enemy.
“Leai se aoga e tamoe ai,” said the blue uniformed woman, Saolotoga written across arm and chest, translated as “No point running.”
“Ha, the police in this city kick arse. You Filemu scum should know that by now. No messing with us. Roll up her sleeve, Constable Amataga.” The constable complied, exposing Zuri’s lower forearm, and running a small electronic tablet below the wrist.
“No chip, Fetu. No ID,” she said.
“Now that’s stupid, isn’t it? Everyone is chipped, and a mandatory prison sentence for removal. No Filemu Fund money will buy you out of this one. Should have left it at petty theft, young lady, shame. Take a blood sample, Constable. Here comes the bloody paperwork mountain.”
Amataga produced a handgun like syringe and, feeling it pressed against her arm, Zuri used Finn’s breathing techniques to calm herself down. On the trigger press, she felt the needle penetrate, and a sample of her taken once again. This was getting to be a habit. Zuri kept her eyes on Fetu, searching for what would happen next. If he started being aggressive, her passivity would end, flight rarely an option for Zuri when cornered. Flexing, she felt her hand touch the metal belt on her waist, the weapon of choice warming as it responded to the touch.
Need to keep the glasses if I can, but the embedded bone conduction translator is key. As soon as I can’t communicate, I’m in trouble.
Constable Amataga rose from her kneeling position, slipping a vial out from the hypo-gun and placing it inside a slot on her tablet. Zuri raised an eyebrow, watching the practised rhythm of her taps on the screen. The police officer nodded, showing the screen to Fetu.
“Well, at least we have a rough DNA match, young lady. None of that gene altered crap. Up.” Fetu grabbed her arm, lifting her up and ensuring she could balance on numbed legs. “Seen too many of those ua suia kenera here, the only conversation they use is with their fists.” He gently led Zuri forward, an open hand on her upper right arm, persuading rather than hustling her along.
“As you have no ID and therefore no contractor,” said Amataga, “you don’t get the full rights in Matafaga. So, anything you say could be taken in prejudice, so keep quiet, yeah? Mouth shut and you’ll get through the system. Otherwise, it’ll be The Tau Pit, and that isn’t pretty for someone as finely dressed as you are.”
“Thanks,” said Zuri, keeping her words simple and slightly delayed, as the translator gave exemplar responses.
A police van arrived, lights flashing but no siren. The Saolotoga emblazoned across it, ‘Freedom for All’ written underneath. The doors opened to reveal a bench behind a set of bars, the internal door swinging open as another police officer exited.
“Ah, another Filemu, eh? Stay in your own city, woman. Less trouble that way. Less work for me.” They helped Zuri to the van, her instinct to struggle suppressed as she counted and breathed. The barred cell slammed shut, the new police officer locking it from the outside, before shutting away the glare of the neon-lit night as he closed the van door.
Be patient Finn, but not too patient.
◆◆◆
 
“I’m sorry, Finn. It was — it was my fault. The payment, you know,” said Smith, his hologram sat in Zuri’s chair on the microship, with head in hands. Finn didn’t respond, his mind locked by the circumstances. A soldier, stuck on a strange land with only a soldier’s way about him.
“Leave it, Smith. What’s done is done. We need to get her out before anything bad happens.” Finn smacked the plinth in front of the screen, impotence gnawing at his soul.
“I’m monitoring the radio talk. They’ve no ID on her, so she’s off for processing and then sentencing. No judge or jury, a straight mandatory sentence for removing ID chips. They’ve no idea she’s an alien,” Smith paused, the word foreign upon his lips, realisation hitting. “Damn.”
“How long?” Finn slumped into the chair next to Smith.
“One year, ten if they have a history of industrial disruption—you know, stealing secrets and sabotage and stuff. Their standard year is about two-thirds of ours. Man, this place is corporate through and through. No real country governments, just five big companies running the whole show. You get less prison time for attempted murder, than for stealing company stuff.” Smith’s virtual cheeks puffed out. “Next time we do this, Yasuko needs to share this stuff with me. The dangers here are very different, Finn. Subtle, you know, a very human society with all the baggage that brings. We’d have been better prepared.”
“No point shifting blame, we all agreed to come down. But now we get her out. Me and mine, we survive.” Finn set his jaw, eyes on fire.
◆◆◆
 
“Name?” asked the bored Saolotoga police sergeant, pushing buttons on the tablet in front of him. Zuri stared at the man, being ignored ranked up there with not looking her in the eyes when you spoke. This man was doing both.
Zuri noted the man’s name tag, Gibson.
Rein it in, not the time. Give my real name and Yasuko may find me in the records.
“Zuri Zuberi,” she said, her face sweetness and light.
“Well, Zuri Zuberi, you have a one year mandatory sentence after chipping. At the end of the year, you will be contracted to Saolotoga Business Sponsorship for a subsequent year to pay off the cost of your incarceration. I take it you plead guilty, considering the contract will double in length should your appeal fail. Which it will.” Gibson still refused to look at her, his dark uniform contrasting against the stark white of the holding area.
“Hey man, you haven’t told her about The Pit. C’mon, it’s mandatory,” shouted an unshaven youth, hanging from the holding cell bars. “She has a right to hear it, even if she is Filemu.” The female guard nearby clattered the bars with her steel baton, and with electric sparks flying, the youth quickly removed his stinging hands.
“Shut up, Tanks, he knows his job,” she said, a grin appearing as the boy shook his hands.
“The Pit?” asked Zuri, checking the pronunciation twice.
“The Tau Pit, you not heard of it in Filemu territory? For a year’s sentence you’d need four fights to be freed. Win them all, and it’s expunged from your chip record,” said the guard, realising Gibson was too bored to bother. Zuri, her clothes of modern and expensive cut, didn’t look the type to take it up. “You get to keep your stuff, your clothes, better food. But you can be chewed up and spat out the other end. Pretty girl like you won’t last long. And if you renege, then your sentence gets doubled.”
Zuri stared at the floor briefly, mulling over the possibilities, before looking at the desk officer.
Kila mlango na ufunguo wake. Every door has its own key. Even a prison door.
Gibson finally looked up from his tablet, interested in the silence emanating from Zuri as she stared at him. Her white teeth shone as she broke into a fearsome smile - the Zuri special - and Gibson got the lot.
“I’m in. The Tau Pit. And when I’m done…” Zuri widened the smile with eyes fierce and directed his way. Gibson looked quickly down to his tablet, tapping the agreement button, with a heart he’d nearly forgotten he had, pounding.




Chapter 7

In Orbit, Togalaau Vai
 
The microship entered the main hold, its engine smooth and refined. A gentle hum reverberated throughout the large compartment as it touched down. Finn, shoulders hunched, and face drawn, released his buckles and got up to leave.
“Finn,” said Smith. But Finn carried on through, refusing to speak as he had for the whole journey. Not angry with Smith, just unable to process anything else, except his need to free Zuri. Waving Smith off, he left to find Noah, and the salvation for his impotence, some solid armour and a damn big gun.
Yasuko appeared, walking next to him as he strode across the holding bay. She matched him stride for stride, silent and distant as he pounded towards the machine shop. He reached to grab the newly formed doors, the hold usually off limits to those that need an atmosphere, trying to speed them up as they eased from their hermetic seal.
“Arrrhhhhh, hurry bloody up.” Finn yanked again as the door resisted his attempts. He then felt the touch of a metalled hand on the back of his neck, familiar and well-meant, but Yasuko’s attempt at contact was too soon. Finn pivoted and rammed his elbow against the nanobots, with Yasuko swiftly dissipating the metal arm before Finn shattered his bone. His hand swept on through Yasuko’s image, a rudeness he usually reserved only for Smith. Catching himself, Finn turned and strode through the now open doorway, each step rammed against the bronze floor.
“Don’t. Give him space. He needs to breathe and think,” said Smith from the microship doorway.
“I have news for him, Smith. I am not sure whether it is good or bad, but he needs to know about Zuri.”
“Wait until he’s used some of that energy up. I’ll help.”
Finn reached the machine shop, heart slamming into his chest and darkness pressing at the edge of his mind. Nostrils flaring, he reached out to the door and stopped. Noah was in there, head down, micro-screwdriver in hand as he worked on their next project. A man who Finn had learned to respect, who’d opened up to him over the last few weeks as they split the nightmare laden nights up into tolerable pieces. A man who sat oblivious of Zuri’s troubles, working to blot out the worst of Seth and the Boush massacre. At least he was safe from the memory of his own death.
Can I really lay this on him, with the state I am in. All this pain?
Finn spun, adrenaline demanding recourse, and he entered the training room. Bare fisted, he pounded the punch bag, reining blows in waves. Working towards ever lessening crescendos as he tired, and the anger and frustration ebbed. By the time Yasuko appeared, he was sat with his back to the bag, head hung down and tears flowing. His body now as impotent as his dark assailed mind.
“Smith told me to wait. I am sorry for the earlier intrusion.” Yasuko waited for a reply, Finn’s eyes flicked up to make contact. She read that as consent. “You need to know what’s happened. Smith tapped me into the police channels, Zuri has taken a lesser sentence. She chose to fight in their Tau Pit, four fights in an arena and she’s out.”
“And if she loses?”
“Still out, she just needs to survive the pit fights. From what Smith says about the betting format and social media, death seems rare, though the Saolotoga Business Sponsorship don’t release figures.” Yasuko bent down, closer to Finn but not within his wider than usual personal space, another Smith snippet of advice. “You need to trust what she’s doing. Prepare, yes. But give her time. I will worm my way into their communication system, keep you updated. But remember, this is their planet, their laws.”
“So, you won’t help if it goes to crap?” Finn’s hard stare stripped Yasuko of any chance to avoid his question.
“Me and mine, Finn. But be patient.” Yasuko left; she’d said enough.




Chapter 8

Tau Fighting Pit, Matafaga, Togalaau Vai
 
(One Week Later) 
 
Zuri swayed, her feet lightly dancing side to side on the debris ridden floor. Breath steady, counting to hide the nerves from those waiting around her in separate cages. To her right, Aleki wept silently, the boy no more than eighteen Earth years old. His broad shoulders and muscled figure belied the gentle soul underneath. For the last few days, they had talked cell to cell. The flat-nosed youth surprised to find a listening ear in the Tau Pit block, as he poured his heart through the bars. Family indentured to a crippling contract, he’d worked the street hustles and alleyway muggings, as hired muscle. Never once had he fought. His giant frame intimidation enough, coupled with his ability to shrug off the hits. It got him through his days, and food on the table for when the Saolotoga Business Sponsorship took their cut. The more Zuri heard, the more she understood how the company worked. More like a mafia, control the product, control the customer and force them to buy what you produce. From the outside a competitive market, on the inside contractual serfdom.
Aleki’s sorrowful eyes met hers, lost in a world that had little room for a good heart. On his last outing, the gang he ran with went too far. The leader pulling a 3D printed gun on the mark, after they refused to hand over their watch. The shot tore the man’s shoulder apart, and Aleki had struck out, smashing the gang leader against the alleyway wall. The broken neck and glass eyes were enough evidence for the Saolotoga private police force to convict Aleki, as he sobbed next to the corpse. Give the mugging victim their due, Aleki was in prison for the attempted theft only, but his spirit shrivelled under the harsh reality of prison life. Hence, a desperate attempt to escape through The Tau Pit. Zuri gave him a reassuring nod, what else could she do? There was no more room under her wings for another lost bird.
Zuri felt the rumble as the gate motors revved up, the sound enhanced to heighten crowd anticipation of the blood to come. After being thrown into her first bout, she’d found out from Aleki how the system worked. Three prisoners at a time in the minor bouts, one indentured warrior. The betting was on the last prisoner standing, with very few bets against the warrior being beaten. Her win against the gauntleted warrior stood out as a rarity in The Pit. The weapons were toned down, but accidents were far more frequent than Saolotoga admitted, requiring a heady balance between blood-soaked adrenaline and willingness for prisoners to fight. And it wasn’t all about the betting money to the crowd, for the richest it was the kudos. The warriors fought for their sponsor’s reputation; the indentured men living good lives while working off their prison time. Rumour was that most were on long sentences. Swapping a lifetime of prison, for a shorter one of pseudo-freedom.
Zuri bounced from foot to foot, shaking the nerves out through her feet. In her hand a plain, blood crusted wooden club. A leiomano they called it, but old, dried and cracked. Zuri’s Tanzanian origins made her suspicious, she suspected it was a copy of something more sacred and important, the facsimile in her hand a travesty. No surprises there.
The cage opened, Aleki sped for the pile of blocks, a weighted net in his hand. The Black female soldier from her first fight went to the left, seeking the energy pistol and dropping the chain she had in panic. In pursuit, a copper toned male warrior, this one lithe with rope like muscles, and a beard woven to a long plait contrasting against his shaven head. In his hands, a blunt metal shod staff, though he swooped for the chain as he ran the soldier down.
Zuri approached Aleki, the crowd baying and money flowing from electronic accounts as she stalked towards him. Her body shouted fire and energy, her mind cold and calculating. Aleki hurled the net towards her, the weights wrapping the rope around her club. He pulled backwards, the central rope still in his hands, and Zuri felt the yank against her grip. She fought back, long and hard enough to be convincing, before letting go. She sped towards Aleki, leaping and hitting him in the midriff with both feet. His core muscles absorbed the blow, the man was built like a house, but he overbalanced and slammed into the floor. Zuri rode the fall, splitting her feet as she landed so as not to hurt Aleki any more than she already had. She raised her fist, firing in the punch to his square chin, pulling it at the last second, but allowing enough power to crack his head back against the floor. Aleki grabbed her leg, his strength comparable to Zuri’s despite her higher gravity toned muscles, pulling her to the floor as he rolled to the side.
Time to finish this, my lost soul. Can’t let the warrior gain time on me.
Zuri went with the roll, reaching her feet on the half turn, and ready as Aleki rose to his feet. As he charged her, his chin met her rising foot as she performed a backwards walkover, he hit the floor genuinely out cold, as she completed the gymnastic move.
Oops
Zuri spun round, scanning the combat happening across the arena, as the crescendo of noise from the crowd rose in applause to her last move. The battering on the plastic screen only matched in intensity by the electronic flurry of bets, streaming across the ether. Zuri slipped behind the block pile, picking up the club but ignoring the net. Across the way the tattoo lined face of the warrior sweated as he shook from the soldier’s stun bolt. But as Zuri suspected, the weapon was even poorer from a distance. Otherwise, all the fights would be short-lived. Close combat was what the crowd craved. The warrior threw the short metal chain towards the female soldier, twirling the wooden shaft in his hand and gesturing for her to pick it up. Zuri saw the puff of the woman’s cheeks, resignation in her body. No option to run or hide, only the chance to minimise the pain, she stepped out and collected the chain.
No guilt here, it’s the last prisoner standing, and I choose me, Zuri Zuberi.
The soldier held the chain tightly, movements hampered by fear as the staff swung around her, the warrior teasing the crowd into a frenzy. Muscles taut, he speared the metal shod tip to crack against her hip, then spinning it round and low to smack against her ankle. The soldier slid backwards, unable to lift the injured foot, but snaking the chain towards the warrior as he advanced. The last link clattered his elbow, forcing him to drop the wooden pole. With the crowd pitch rising to the soldier’s attack, she whipped the chain back out full length, swinging for his head as he dipped for the staff. Zuri saw the mistake, the overreach, though the warrior’s reaction was for the crowd - not to finish the fight. He dropped under the chain, bringing the staff up as it swung back, allowing it to wrap around before pulling it from the soldier’s hands. Crowd baying, he brought the staff down on her other foot, the snap of her toes lost amongst the spectators’ bloodlust. Screaming, the woman fell backwards, and the warrior raised the staff with metal end high, swinging down on the woman’s right elbow, and responding gleefully as it shattered the joint.
“Ou te tuuina atu!” shouted the soldier, “I surrender.” But the warrior was lost in the crowd, the staff swishing through the air to crack against her knee. The scream rose above the noise.
“Lisilo budi hutendwa,” said Zuri, “Whatever should be done has to be done.” Her club flew across the arena, hitting the warrior as he prepared another blow. It had hurt nothing but pride, but the tattooed man stopped and turned towards his new opponent, pain dealing forgotten.
“Hey, big brave bad man. I’m over here. Come get some.”
The warrior spat on the floor. Staff in hand, he stepped to the side, walking sideways and eyeing his new opponent with small brown eyes. A grin split the thick lips; a small peal of laughter slipped out as he judged Zuri.
Oh my, the damsel is scared.
Zuri took a sideways stance, her feet light and ready. This one would want her to attack, and when she refused, he would quickly judge and strike out. Zuri needed to move, and that meant hands free. For now.
The warrior continued his sideways walk, the circular path slowly spiralling in as he played the crowd’s anticipation. Zuri didn’t pander, staying still but aware as he moved behind her, confident he wouldn’t belittle himself with an attack from the rear, though half-hoping he would. As he reached her left side, Zuri turned to face him. Arm up she waved him on, her smile fierce and eyes hard. The warrior stepped forward, just out of striking distance, but noticeably light on his feet. He stroked his beard in one long motion, one hand off the staff. Zuri ignored it, patient. Waiting for his judgement.
There.
The warrior lunged forward, the staff striking upwards towards her chin. Zuri spun to the side, needing to judge his speed and movement before striking out, allowing the metal tip to whistle by. Whipping her head round, she kept eyes on him as her body followed suit. The expected low strike came as he forced his right foot forward, the left arm drove the staff towards her feet. Zuri lifted her left foot, striking out at the near left hand and breaking its grip. Zuri danced backwards, needing the blow to hurt his pride more than the hand itself. With the hammering on the plastic screen, Zuri knew the bloodlust was hitting fever-pitch. The warrior held the staff above his head, twirling it to drag the crowd in behind him, needing their lust at his performance, as he spun it behind, up and over arm, leg and shoulder.
Zuri laughed and relaxed her stance to stand stock still with her disdainful eyes solely for him. The warrior roared, lunging out with the staff towards her midriff, caught in a wave of anger and hate. Zuri slipped her left foot backwards, her hip swinging her round as the pole overreached its mark. She lashed out, striking neck, hip and a kick to the side of his bent right knee in quick succession, before bringing herself back to stance. The warrior screamed; his knee useless. Pain and anger filled, he pulled himself up using the staff, trying to take an opposing stance. Zuri turned her back, fight done, she walked away. The crowd bellowed for more blood, but she was not willing.
Another roar erupted from behind, she half-turned to see the seething warrior dragging himself towards the prone soldier. Zuri followed, judging her speed perfectly as he raised the staff above his head. She knocked it from his hand, and the decision made, shattered the other knee.
“Stay down.”
In the watching gallery, the headphone hummed, demanding attention despite the ecstatic crowd battering the arena shielding in front of her. Leoleo tapped her way through the rhythm, ignoring the insistent call. Ritchin will have laid bets just so he heard the news first.
Let him wait, the price all the sweeter for his lack of patience.




Chapter 9

Ritchin Genetics Lab, Saolotoga Sponsorship Minor Space Station
 
Professor Ritchin slammed the headset against the metal bulkhead, crashing his foot down on the already broken electronics to finish the job.
“That—that—”
“Conniving, no good, money grabbing prison warden?” said Atamai, the lab technician at his side, his white coat glistening under the harsh laboratory lights.
“That and more. Why the hell do we have to work with her? Surely Saolotoga must be as sick of her as I am.” The white-coated scientist slammed on to the stool, head in hands, scratching at the new hair growth on his scalp.
“As you well know, she brings in more money than any other prison in the Fund domain. All the other Saolotoga cities are looking to copy her model, and if we don’t work with her, someone else will. You won’t bring her down, as much as the Matai respects your programme, she loves the money more, and the life-debt the system creates.” Atamai gently placed his hand on Ritchin’s neck. “We need this woman, the breakthrough is close, and if the gene editing works as planned, we can satisfy the Matai and the Saolotoga Fund all at once, as well as feed their bloodlust. Warriors for the pit brings you sponsorship, and sponsorship comes with the money and samples for the gene editing.”
“I know, I know. But time is short Atamai.” Ritchin stood up, stretching his now soothed neck. “How’s the bleeding?”
“Last night? Pretty bad, no, terrible if I’m honest. But you know this Ritchin, we share the same bloodline.”
“Yes, but yours is speeding up and mine will follow soon. We don’t have as much time as you think. The Saolotoga Sponsorship money has a week to run, and then we’re out of this lab and back on the planet. We need to give them a prize they’ll pay well for, otherwise we’re back to illegal work and cesspool labs again…”
“Professor Kalia is desperate for the lab space; she’ll be in here like a shot if we’re kicked out. There’ll be no coming back.” Ritchin nodded, checking his watch nervously and tapping the screen.
“Time to use the last few credits, we can’t wait for the fourth fight.” Ritchin pressed send, praying the money was enough.




Chapter 10

In Orbit, Togalaau Vai
 
“What’s this?” asked Finn, lifting the thick gauntlet from the table and examining the completely interlocked plating.
“It’s a prototype for vacuum enabled armour. Needed it flexible enough to use tools, and pull triggers, but strong enough to take a few hits. Whatever Yasuko and I do, armour designed for airless environments will be more vulnerable to weapons fire or less flexible in use. Can’t see a way past the problem.”
“You not watch enough films, Noah? You know, the space wars stuff?”
“Of course I do. Sorry, did. Why?”
“Because you don’t need to grip a weapon if it’s attached to the arm.” Finn mimicked strapping a weapon along the forearm. “Put a hand grip trigger in the gauntlet if we don’t have the computing power to action the weapon for us. Or you adapt the gun - remove the trigger mechanism and make it push button. Simple.” Finn threw the gauntlet down, eyebrow raised. “Common sense. Now make me a set and we’ll work through the big gun thing together.” Finn brushed the tear from the corner of his eye, desperate to do something before the darkness took him. With no Zuri to hold on to, no refresh of her image or touch of her hand, he was flailing around hopelessly. He hadn’t slept for three days, and Yasuko kept hovering, waiting for him to give in on the sedative she offered.
“There are times, Finn, when you amaze me. Why didn’t I think of that?”
“Because you look at it from a science and academic point of view, and us? We’re practical, hands-on soldiers. It’s why we all work well together. Two different directions and Yasuko’s knowledge and ability to make and recycle, adds even more to the mix. If we had enough soldiers and kit, we could rule the universe!” Smith broke into a loud, dramatic cackle. “Space Marines, that’s us.”
Finn stared at Smith’s hologram. Unsure of what to say next. Space Marines, but rudderless in the sea of space without their navigator, and his anchor.
“But isn’t this a bit excessive? I mean, when are we going to be needing this level of armour or firepower? We’re going home, aren’t we?” said Noah, toying with the gauntlet.
“Fail to prepare—”
“—prepare to fail. Taught you well, Finn. Just because we have it, doesn’t mean we’re going to use it. Unless, of course, they don’t free Zuri, in which case no gun will be big enough.”
“Yasuko, I know you’re listening. Any news on Zuri? Her second fight was scheduled sometime today,” said Finn.
“Yeah, some just came through. I was waiting for the ‘mad soldier’ hologram to stop cackling. They don’t report any medical treatment, just says she survived the bout and the next one is in two days’ time. Nearly there, Finn.”
“I want to go down; I need to be there. And this time, I’d quite like to have the ID chip thing. Doable? It’d save you all the issues with the broken punch bags.”
And broken soldiers.
“Yeah, I was waiting for you to ask. It won’t be perfect; I’m doing all this from a distance, and not having an example on the ship to examine, makes it doubly hard. But I should be able to manage it from Smith’s sensor information.”
“Good. You up for this, Smith? We get caught you’ll be having conversations with a hatstand.”
“Yeah, kind of need it too. Maybe we can discuss an idea forming in my virtual brain on the way.”  




Chapter 11

Tau Fighting Pit, Matafaga, Togalaau Vai
 
Zuri stared ahead, third fight coming before the finale next week. The adrenaline was surging. She needed out, she was no bird to be caged, and the longer she spent staring at the same bars and walls, the harder it was to contain all the emotions. She couldn’t even share a room with Finn every night on the ship, needing the space and freedom to dictate her own rules, not having to conform to what others expected. She bounced on the balls of her feet, moving to stretch out calf and thigh muscles before the chemical waves running through her tightened them up.
Next to her, Aleki quivered. She’d got him through the last fight relatively unscathed, but there were no guarantees she could do the same today. Aleki had been keyed up last night, running through how he would get through this combat, and determined to put on as little of a show as possible to avoid Diathstar in the fourth fight. He was the superstar of the Pit, the warrior no one wanted to face because he left all of them scarred or broken, and the man the crowd came in droves to see. Zuri had listened, knowing well enough that if she won today, rather than just surviving, it may well be her fate. But pulling her punches never worked, like her emotions, she needed to be fully switched on, or off. Anything in between led to pain.
Outside the cell doors the hubbub was rising, the fight caller raising the roof as he introduced Zuri as one of the prisoners, and the odds flew back and forth. The crowd threw her name out into the Pit, the chant rising as the money swelled the coffers of the warden and her bookies. People desperate to be entertained, seeking a few moments of relief in the pain of others. Zuri took a relaxed stance, breathing slowly to re-centre herself as the rumble of the cage doors kicked in. Their slowness part of the show, the wave of anticipation rising as the prisoners were revealed.
I am not your pet, people of The Pit.
“No, no, no,” said Aleki, quivering as he stared at the arena. “It’s changed, that’s not our configuration. Look, the pile has shifted, and there’s a car in there as well as some large containers. More places to run.”
“So?” said Zuri.
“They do this for the final fight, to draw it out, make it last.”
“Walk out,” said the prison guard. “No running, slowly take a position next to a weapon and wait.” He shoved Aleki forward, avoiding Zuri’s eyes as he waved the electrically charged baton at her. Zuri stepped forward, joined by the third member, a tall and rangy man with ragged clothing and a bad smell of the street. His left arm pinhole scarred; Zuri gave him little hope as they entered the arena. To her surprise there were already two other prisoners in there. Both men held leiomano clubs, though one had wicked barbs along the side, the other what looked like animal teeth embedded in the top bulge. She scanned them both, their eyes quick to seek her out and put Zuri down as the main threat. Immediately, their movement synched as they turned their attention towards her, their leather clad body language wary.
This is not going to plan.
The crowd bayed, a deep well of bloodlust tapped and ready to burst. Fists pummelled the plastic screen, except one. One hand pressed against it, fingers spread, blue eyes piercing and hungry for contact. Zuri, her focus away from the crowd and on the arena, felt the hairs rise on her neck, and a rush of heat hit her cheeks. There were familiar eyes on her, those she dreamed of as keys rattled and doors slammed. For the first time she looked up, her gaze ranging across the shouting mass of testosterone. She caught the hand, the one that lay still pressed against the screen, the eyes behind longing for her to notice. Still pools of blue amongst the raging storm. Zuri caught herself raising her arm, stretching out, but then he was gone.
Not alone.
It took a few, brief seconds, for Zuri to notice the silence. Blinking away her longing, her senses prickled, alerting her to the change. A light focussed in on one section of the plastic screens, a man stood there, with microphone in hand and arms out, acknowledging the crowd’s silence. As he spoke, Zuri recognised the fight caller’s steady tones.
“Thank you, people of Vai. Thank you for the silence. I know why you’re here, I know you have paid for the best seats in the city, as today we give you a spectacular bout. Normally, we reserve this one for the fourth fight, but Zuri Zuberi has torn her way through our warriors, smashing bones and shredding nerve clusters. The warriors shake in fear, they now need a protector!” The crowd responded, a wave of sound erupting, only to calm as the caller’s hands rose once again. “Only one came forward. Only one of our brave warriors would stand against her. I give you - Diathstar!”
Gates rumbled; a warrior emerged from their designated side of the arena. A hulk of a man, muscles flexing on every limb as he strode into the arena. His arena. But there was no playing to the crowd, no waving or baiting. Zuri briefly quavered, for the first time a crack of fear undermined her resolve. As she looked at the man, she recognised the hunter within, the survivor. Danger.
Debe tupu haliachi kuvuma. An empty pot makes the loudest noise, and this man remains quiet.
Diathstar took a position near the centre, the wooden staff in his hand held in an unfamiliar way, almost sword like. Another problem to solve. Zuri collected the metal chain at her feet, not a weapon she normally had any use for, but in the last few days the cell induced boredom had lent itself to running through some movements. A blanket doubling as the weighted net and later as a chain wrapped around her arm. The broken chair leg acting as a pseudo leiomano club. All far from ideal when training, but Smith’s preparation mantra kept her at it.
Zuri reached down, slow and easy as Diathstar’s eyes fell upon her. She expected an assessment, but what she saw swam in a sea of hate and self-loathing. For all the man’s ease with the arena - his poise and confidence - this warrior hated, and right now she was what he hated most. No smile, no acknowledgement of that hate or her as the target, no baiting of an opponent. She was simply marked.
Zuri entered a balanced stance, feeling the weight of the chain and waiting for whatever signal would start the combat. Aleki sobbed where he stood, the energy handgun tiny in his hand, as he rocked on the other side of the arena. Nearby, the track marked ragged man, leant on the staff Zuri wanted. It was a long distance; she needed the two street fighters to be occupied elsewhere if she was to reach him. Reading the room, everything seemed unbalanced. A mix of easy meat and experience. It didn’t sit right as a contest, more as a spectacle leading to a final confrontation, reflecting the Pit’s true purpose as a money-making machine.
Surprise.
“Ready? And we are on!” the crowd’s excited anticipation that they held back as Diathstar entered, released in a roar when the arena fighters moved. As Zuri sped to avoid the street fighters, Aleki turned to fire on his target, the ragged man wielding the staff. His shaking made the shot go wide, and he made to run as the wooden staff raced towards him in the suddenly animated drug addict’s hands. Zuri leapt, rolling behind the twisted metal of the old car as one of the leather clad fighters swung the tooth laden wooden club, the second aiming to intercept her on the other side.




Chapter 12

The Gallery, Tau Fighting Pit, Matafaga, Togalaau Vai
 
Finn pushed away from the arena screen, hand shaking as he pressed fingernails deep into his palm. Not enough. He searched pockets until he found an old pen and pressed it in. The pain pushing away the bubbling emotion underneath.
Breathe, Finn. Breathe and focus.
“C’mon Finn. You won’t help by losing it, man. Breathe,” said Smith.
“Trying. I bloody hate this, Smith. It’s everything I detest about humanity rolled up in one polluted box. And they’ve got Zuri as the bloody bow tied on top.”
“Picking up some TV transmission, boosted to satellite and all the big space stations. Not the same betting crap that’s city wide. Looks like this is going all the way to the big companies, Finn. Not just Saolotoga, and Zuri’s name is mentioned a lot.”
“Scum. I’m not sure what we came to do, Smith, but this crap-hole is a long way from a bloody utopia. Look at these people, sod all else to do with their money than watch people bleed, while the streets drown in rubbish, drink and drugs. I thought London was bad but this?” Finn pressed the pen in again, just enough to take the edge off, as darkness pressed in on his thoughts. Smoke and flame licked at the edges; he needed his anchor, but she was battling her own demons in the arena.
“There, over there Finn. See that woman on the chair. She’s the prison warden, she’s all over their city net. Calls herself Leoleo, the ‘police’. The vibe is they’re looking to expand this model of incarceration to other cities, and she’s at the centre of it.”
Finn looked across, the woman’s immense body squashed into an ancient wooden chair, surrounded by small tablet-like screens, numbers and odds streaming straight in her eyeline. Around her head, she wore a radio headset, another lay on her lap as she tapped a solitary finger on the arm rest. She spoke into the microphone briefly, before scanning the screens again. Finn watched as she mouthed ‘now’ into the headset, and he picked up the reason as the fight caller bellowed within the arena.
Finn barged his way through the crowd, oblivious to the shouted responses, as he pushed to the front, nose to the screen, holding a breath as Zuri dived behind the car below. And there, in the centre stood Diathstar, the name bellowed by the crowd as bejewelled hands banged on the screen. Every inch a fighter, Finn watched the ripple of muscle across his bare chest, tight and roped, not overbuilt for show. Around his waist, a studded belt, and boots adorned with similar metal protection along their length. No rush, he ambled towards the car, eyes on the leather clad pair of street fighters chasing Zuri.
“That’s a Jo, like our Japanese fighting staffs. Wielded as a staff, two handed, or like a sword in one. Simple, elegant, clean.”
“Not helping, Smith.”
◆◆◆
 
Yasuko checked the transmission readings winging their way back and forth to the space stations from the arena. They didn’t feel right, the pattern not making sense to her. If only she was more human, more able to see the nuance behind what was being discussed, monitored or commented on. She’d expected commentary on the combat, excitement of battle sending bets far and wide. But far from it. It all seemed to judge the qualities of the combatants, as if the fighters were animal stock at a farmer’s auction. She batted the information away, sending it to a lower system for analysis, as she fretted over Zuri and the situation Finn had put himself in.
She’d found focussing difficult in the Togalaau Vai system, with the residual echoes from their transmission along the Node playing over and over. Like the first time she’d travelled free of the Convention, the second to Vai had sparked a hunger, a desire to drain the electromagnetic life force contained within her ship. The yearning had thrummed through her systems, tendrils of creatures unknown reaching through her, to gnaw at those living within. Every time she pushed the shadow memories away, they pushed back in, intrusive and bold.
Yasuko sent her algorithms to seek Noah. She needed a focus while working through what to do. Above the others, he held her full attention the best with the brilliance of his agile brain challenging her staid, structured thoughts. A distraction from her real problems.




Chapter 13

Tau Fighting Pit, Matafaga, Togalaau Vai
 
Zuri rolled to her feet, eyes searching to the left as the street fighter moved to intercept, his barbed club sitting lightly in experienced hands. But Zuri was drawn to the warrior behind him, his gait confident and in no rush.
“Behind you,” she shouted, bursting forwards as the second swing from the toothed club brushed her shoulder. The glancing blow, shrugged off by her kinetic clothing, hit the dirt ridden floor. Zuri ignored it, her focus now on Aleki and the ragged man approaching him. She heard the clash of wood upon wood, confirming at least one club wielding prisoner was engaged with Diathstar.
Aleki was now running for the block pile, the same sanctuary he’d sought during the last bout. The staff wielding addict pursued, the wooden pole above his head and eyes now madly swirling. Zuri knew she wouldn’t reach him in time, the first round was up to Aleki. So she spared a glance behind, noting the two fighters double teaming Diathstar. They’d split, one swinging low from the left, the other high from the right. Zuri marvelled as the warrior blocked low, and spun away from the second swing, bringing the Jo clattering down on the club, knocking it away from his shoulder.
Later, worry about it later.
Aleki reached the pile as the staff swung down. Surprisingly fast, perhaps spurred by his fear, he leapt the first block. While clinging to the second, the staff smashed down onto his leg - forcing a cry from his dry lips - and he lost his grip. The second blow rained down on his right elbow and the gun went flying. Aleki rolled off the block, his body absorbing the hard brick edges as his weight tumbled to the floor. Zuri, nearly there, watched surprised as the staff was slung to the side and the ragged man dived for the gun. As Aleki pushed himself up, Zuri slammed against the lanky addict’s back, his low energy bolt hitting Aleki in the shoulder, and forcing a second shout of pain as he hit the dirt again. Zuri pinned her opponent to the floor, with her knees on his shoulders, raising her hand she brought the heel down hard on the back of his head, slamming his forehead into the concrete floor. The dull thud echoed off the arena walls, greeted by a roar from the crowd. Zuri rose, seeking the staff and finding Aleki rolling on to it before rising to face her. He brought it down, the blow fast but lacking strength. Zuri brought her left arm up, the chain wrapped around it blocking the strike as her right hand swung up hard, cracking his lower jaw up to smash against the upper. Blood covered teeth spurted out, Zuri’s misjudged strength betrayed further by the low gravity world. Aleki, eyes void of spark, crumpled to the floor.
Night night.
Zuri pulled the staff from his hands, sliding it out from underneath the limp body. She turned to face the battle behind, and satisfied that Diathstar was still engaged, she twirled the staff to check its balance point, before reaching for the stun gun and pocketing it. She then leant on the staff, ignoring the crowd baying for her to wade in on the combat playing out on the far end of the arena.
Diathstar still held the fighters at bay, the Jo wielded smoothly one or two handed as he needed, blocking and countering the two men hammering at his defences. The warrior’s face set hard, complete focus on how they moved, the nuance of their body positions and reading each blow before they’d even swung. Zuri eyed his movements carefully, the quality of his foot positioning high, enabling balanced, fluid movements amongst the detritus on the floor. The speed also impressive, he was patient too, waiting for the opening rather than forcing one, confident in his ability. But the face remained blank, emotionless, unlike the hate and loathing he’d spilled her way.
Finally, the barbed club flew from a broken hand as Diathstar cracked a counterstrike against the fingers. The following jab struck jaw; blood spurting, teeth cutting through tongue. The street fighter threw himself backwards, avoiding the third blow as his compatriot saw an opportunity and brought his leiomano down upon the warrior’s knee. Zuri winced, expecting the warrior to go down until the club clanged against the armour beneath his trousers.
Ah, a man who knows his own weaknesses. Fail to prepare, etc.
Zuri began her walk towards him, expecting the fight to end soon. Diathstar spun to face his assailant, cracking the Jo into ankle, knee and hip in quick succession. The man went down, and Diathstar punched the Jo two handed into his midriff, knocking the air from his lungs before a repeated blow hit the solar plexus. Spinning, Diathstar cracked the Jo across the back of the first street fighter, swinging it round and jumping downwards, with a second strike to the back of his neck.
Zuri entered her defensive stance, the metal shod staff relaxed against the dirt ridden floor, eyes on the warrior as he left the two men moaning on the floor. Zuri expected the crowd to howl approval, but silence lay heavy upon them, too caught up to shout or batter the screens.
Diathstar directed his gaze upon her, swinging the Jo to face her. With two hands gripping the base, he took a low pose. Ready. But his eyes betrayed the stance, venom dripping as they bored into her. Zuri felt another set of eyes upon her from above, a balm against the venom.
Subira ina malipo. Patience pays, Finn. Don’t react if I fall.
The warrior lifted his front leg, easing back and holding the stance as the Jo lifted above his head, poised to strike. The click echoed through the silent arena, four razor edged blades sliding out from the tip. The venom reached his lips, the loathing arching his mouth as eyes narrowed.
Evil henchman mistake number one.
A warrior should save his advantages, not display them like a preening peacock.
Zuri refused to move, eyes on him, not the weapon designed to strike fear. The warrior placed his foot slowly down on the ground, moving sideways as he began to circle. Zuri tracked him, choosing to keep eyes on this time, unlike the last warrior she fought, her head turning as she kept her relaxed stance.
Diathstar exploded on her left side, the feet surging forward as he drove the Jo onwards. With the crowd roaring, Zuri raised her chained arm, taking the blow and feigning a counter to drive him back. He dodged right, expecting the blow and twirling the Jo in for a light strike on her right forearm. Zuri shrugged it off, the kinetic clothing dissipating the energy with ease, but still stepping back out of his range. Committed, the warrior surged in again, bringing the Jo down towards Zuri’s shoulder, her staff catching it - wood on wood - before she slid it down to rap his fingers. Diathstar moved back, preventing the metalled staff end from causing further pain, then moving in again, full weight on his front foot, the Jo point spearing for her face. Zuri ducked under, driving the metal shod tip towards his foot, the clang of metal against metal letting her know it was well protected by the studded boots. The Jo caught her shoulder as he brought it down, the warrior dragging the weapon backwards to slice through her clothes and the flesh underneath.
Zuri took the cut - anything else, and she’d be off balance. The replacement gel oozed onto her shoulder, mixed with the blood spilling from the cut underneath. Zuri’s staff flew upwards, driven by her left arm, smacking into his crotch, armoured but painful whatever way you saw it. Instinct drove the man backwards, and Zuri swung down with her right arm to smash the top of her weapon against his shoulder. No armour there, the warrior shouted his fury as the pain reverberated through the bone. Zuri stepped immediately back, taking a defensive stance, not driving on but letting him think.
Patience.
The warrior roared, spittle forming at the side of his mouth as his stomach acid raged with him. He spun the Jo round, bringing the edged point to face her. Zuri could feel the anger emanate from his pores, barely holding himself together as she held her own against him. But then he didn’t, discipline crumbling under the wave of hate. He stepped in, raining the blow downwards to be met by Zuri’s pole, but lifting and striking again and again. The blows swift and fast, no subtlety or counter, hammering away, beating the woman down.
For all her strength, and the advantages of the gravity, Zuri could feel herself give under the onslaught. No time to respond, no space to counterstrike, she took each blow, grateful to keep the edged blades from hitting home. The man wasn’t tiring, and a little more fear widened the crack in her resolve, squashing the bravado she’d covered it with. Weakening, Zuri took the next blow on her left forearm, the chain rasping against the sharpened blades, while swinging the bottom of her staff upwards into his knee. The warrior overbalanced, the knee giving as he toppled down upon her. Zuri hadn’t been ready for that, expecting him to back off, not fall to the blow. His weight smothered her arms, landing fully on top of her. Zuri panicked, struggling to move as he pinned her down, expecting a pummelling to follow. But this man hated, and using his right hand he dragged the Jo back towards him. Unable to move without releasing the bundle of fury underneath, he slipped his fingers halfway along the wood, aiming to slice and tear the blades into her face.
Her threshold reached, trapped and desperate, Zuri let out a scream. Anger surged through the sound, bringing the arena to silence as she raged against the man astride her. No choice.
“I survive,” she roared, the weapon of choice transforming from belt to the jagged blade that she ripped through his lower stomach. In her rage she brought the blade up, shredding whatever organs the ragged knife could find, before commanding it to lengthen and rip through his heart. Realisation reached the warrior’s body and mind. Diathstar sagged, his last breath a final acceptance of his defeat as death took him.
Seething and bloody, Zuri pushed the limp body off her, to be greeted by the descending leiomano club that Aleki crashed into the side of her head.
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Finn slammed the screen, eyes misted but fierce as Diathstar fell upon Zuri, pinning her to the floor. He beat at the plastic, anger and angst biting at his soul, as the warrior dragged the modified Jo towards him. Finn read the intent, the desire to hurt and maim, possibly kill. Smoke and flame raged in his heart, swamping his brain as he tried to batter his way to save her. Around him the crowd's bloodlust reached fever-pitch, uncaring for the lives of those below, but baying for their due, for the flow of blood and the ruin of life. Amongst the fervour, Finn was but one lost man.
“Finn!” shouted Smith, angst ridden and guilt dripping, as Zuri screamed.
Stunned silence, sparked by Zuri’s cry, rippled through the crowd. Her roar of defiance uttered in words they did not understand, but the message still grabbed their attention, and demanded they watch. Finn caught the soft blue glow, the sudden emptiness in the warrior’s body, the sag of lifelessness. Relief briefly stripped him of the ability to think, to act.
“Finn, watch that bloody giant,” said Smith.
Finn lifted his eyes back to the arena as Aleki strode towards Zuri, no fear in his steps, no quiver in his movements. The club raised with a hint of a smile; he brought it down on the side of Zuri’s head. The crowd surged forward, bellows of frustrated anger echoing about the enclosed space, neighbour shoving neighbour. The first punch flew amongst the rich and elite as raw nerves flamed, then the second, and the crowd became a mob. Finn, unprepared and lost, was tossed about on the sea of angry humanity. His mind had already gone, engulfed in smoke and flame as he curled into a ball of self-loathing, wrapped around the vision of a swinging club.
◆◆◆
 
“That’s my boy,” smirked Leoleo as the club drove down. “Money in the bank.” But as she tapped her screens she sensed the wrongness, the turn of the crowd. Looking up, fists flew, and kicks landed, as her well-to-do and ticket paying crowd erupted with the madness of the mob. The clicks of lost bets heating her gambling site ignored, the drop of thousands of credits into her bank meaningless, as the wave of hate played out. “Guards!” she shouted in the headset, “Get me out of here.”
In the five years the Tau Pit had run, this had never happened before. Unprepared and under-staffed, the two-person guard unit strode in, flicking out their electro-batons and wading their way through the fray.
“No, you fools. No.” said Leoleo, “Not them, me. Get me out. Those are customers not prisoners.” Four customers lay bloodied on the floor before the guards responded to her order, shoulder barging their way through to stand at her side. Leoleo pressed the button to raise her chair plinth, muscles unable to lift her bulk. The platform hovered as the guards pulled it through the crowd.
The crowd parted as the guards passed, encouraged by the raised batons and the evidence on the floor of their willingness to use them. The shouts of enragement didn’t stop, however. But with the wooden chair lost to sight, and their next target gone, the adrenaline and testosterone driven crowd dispersed, many unaware of the flood that had driven them briefly to violence. Amongst the debris of the riot, a man lay curled, rocking against the floor, engulfed.




Chapter 15

Ritchin Genetics Lab, Saolotoga Sponsorship Minor Space Station
 
“What has she done? That stupid woman,” cried Ritchin, the screen full of rioting rich people as the camera took in the view of the arena gallery.
“She dead? Did that idiot nephew of her’s kill our subject?” screamed Atamai, his white lab coat splitting open, and buttons spraying over the floor as he raged.
“That blow. If nothing else, we’re talking brain damage at the very least.”
“We can work with that, Ritchin? You’re a genius, you can do it,” said Atamai, a little blood seeping from the corner of his mouth and nostril. Ritchin reached out, a tissue soaking the blood away.
“No, not in the time we have. I can harvest cells and grow them a new warrior. Take her egg and womb for future work, but they want results now. That woman got their juices flowing, did you see the money offers when she had Diathstar on a plate? It would have funded all we needed and more. We had counter offers from Filemu and two other companies to renege on Saolotoga if their offer wasn’t right. They even offered to buy out our contracts, despite the diplomatic consequences.” Ritchin crashed on to his stool, shoulders hunched.
“Maybe we get an advance, you know, on a promise of what we can do with the body. Or the eggs, we get Leoleo to keep the body on ice then we have—”
“—36 hours after death, maybe up to 72 if we’re really lucky. She’ll need to pack the body as soon as possible and get it up here. Is the capsule adaptable? I assume you sent the containment unit, and not the cold-coffin?”
“On it, I can do that remotely. My turn to do something.” Atamai dabbed at the blood, its colouration weak, before wandering over to the computer station in the far corner and dialling up the satellite link.
“I’ll call Leoleo and then see if we can get traction on some proposed clone and stem cell work with Saolotoga. Maybe we can do this, and if they’re unwilling, then we go outside the company. Nothing much to lose any more.” Ritchin stared after his little brother, the blood flow now blocked with scrunched tissue. He felt something wet drip from his own ear, quickly dabbing it away, eyes on Atamai in the hope he remained occupied elsewhere.
So little time, brother.




Chapter 16

Indentured Ward, Saolotoga Sponsorship Hospital, Matafaga, Togalaau Vai
 
“He’s over there, second row and fourth bed,” said Yasuko in Noah’s ear.
“I can’t… Yes, yes got him,” said Noah, arm raised as if to wave before realising the ridiculousness of that. The cavernous ward hummed with noise, with a few medics wandering amongst the broken bodies of the destitute and the indentured. This was the poor ward, where those whose contracts were low or even void, got the barest level of treatment. Many were just grateful for the bed, and the hot food. As Noah slipped between the beds, he marked the number of the old and infirm taking solace from the care, he estimated 80 percent would have been at an Earth Standard sixty years or over. Their faces lost in thought, grateful for the kind word and attention given by the staff. Despite expecting despair, he saw hope in their faces, a hope brought by human contact and warmth.
Throughout the room, each bed had a sign and a name, a declaration of personal sponsorship from a Saolotoga citizen or worker. Each proudly declared the cost, though never the percentage it was of their wage. Noah had been shocked on the way down to the planet. Yasuko explaining the sheer lack of care for the sea and land, could never have compared to the sight itself. The piles of rubbish rife amongst the overwhelming level of human habitation. Humanity had burst at the seams, unable to sew the hole shut quickly enough, and they were drowning.
“Finn,” Noah said, finally reaching his bedside, the sheets clean but soaked from his night sweat. Noah placed a gentle hand on his arm, the fingers entwined in the sheets, pulsing.
“They gave him a mild sedative,” said Smith. “Out of it now but be gentle when you wake him up. How did you get down here?”
“Yasuko made another ship; she programmed it to follow your route down.” Noah squeezed Finn’s arm. “She’s on here, if we need her.” Noah tapped his ear.
“Any news?” Smith’s voice was quiet, almost fearful.
“No, but Yasuko scanned the automated replica recovery signal through my microship. She said it’s inactive, but that could just mean the signal was too weak or failed. No need to lose hope yet.”
“I am scanning the satellite and station traffic too,” said the AI, “I think I need you both to analyse it with me. There’s something I can’t see in the data, a human element that makes it hard to interpret.”
“So, let’s get the big guy back to the ship and we can get on with it. How do we get him out of here?”
“Like everything else around here, you pay. Concerned citizens sponsor the food and beds but the care and drugs cost plenty. No worries, I don’t mind defrauding an already corrupt system. Yasuko gave me a new algorithm to use before we came down now that we understand the complexities a little more.” Smith paused briefly, “You got the new suits sorted? I think we’re going to need them when he fully wakes up.”
“Yep, though they’ll take some getting used to.”
“Oh, I think we’re in for a little practice time.”




Chapter 17

Holding Area, Tau Fighting Pit, Matafaga, Togalaau Vai
 
“You got her on ice?” said Aleki, striding into the arena holding area. The prisoner weapons were strewn across the floor; Diathstar’s Jo laid across the top. Next to it lay his eviscerated body, glassy eyes staring at the wall where it’d been tossed. Gibson looked up, eyes on fire as the jumped-up boy entered. The boy Leoleo decided now ranked above him on a family whim. He had talent alright, but not the type that endeared itself to overseeing a prison system, while she revelled in the adulation of her Saolotoga bosses. Well, at least she had. The fallout from the mini riot was still to be addressed. If the companies ever discovered the prisoner who took down the woman fighter was a relation, well that could bring her entire system down. The money lost in bets would have built a brand-new prison, never mind lining Leoleo’s pockets. Right now, she was panicking, and reviewing how much ‘sponsorship’ she needed to pay back to allay the outcry.
“Yes, as instructed Sub-Warden Aleki. Just finishing up in here, before running the set programme.” Gibson tried hard to keep the sneer off his face. Zuri Zuberi, the prisoner, had impressed him when she first arrived, cutting through his boredom to make him spark again, despite the years of drudgery. He’d watched every bout, almost willing her to come back and do as she’d promised, if only to feel alive again for a few fleeting moments. The request to transfer to arena duty followed the first contest.
“I’ll finish up, Gibson. Go and get a break.” Gibson lifted his eyes, Diathstar’s body bag half unzipped in his motionless hands. An unpleasant tingle along the nape of his neck.
“Err… Yes sir.” Gibson walked over, handing the bag to Aleki and making for the door. Half-turning, he glanced behind as Aleki approached the metal hulled capsule, nicknamed the cold-coffin by the prison staff.
Aleki stared at the body within, the once glowing skin now dull and drawn. He reached a hand in, running his hand along the coffin liner.
“Hey, what are you doing?” jumped in Gibson. “Have some respect.” Aleki’s eyes met his, the greed within shocking Gibson, but he still strode forward.
“Back off, I’m the boss remember? I can have your contract terminated, and you indentured in a second.” Aleki continued to rummage in the coffin, hands seeking.
“I said,” Gibson took hold of the lid, “have some respect.” The lid came crashing down as Gibson shoved it, Aleki barely removing his errant hand before it slammed, and the seal hissed. Aleki lashed out, catching Gibson on the ear with a slap that forced him to stagger.
“Now look what you’ve done, Gibson.” Aleki steamed, lips pursed and shaking. “Where’s the woman’s knife? The one she cut him open with. It has to be in that pile of crap, or in there with her.” He desperately wanted whatever weapon Zuri used to kill Diathstar. A trophy to display in his office, a symbol of power. Now likely sealed inside the woman’s ride to the Saolotoga Sponsored Space Station.
Gibson touched his hand against the heat of his cheek, checking for blood after the sting of the man’s rings. “Sorry sub-warden, I just threw the pieces in with her. Looks like it’s going to the same place as she is.”
◆◆◆
 
“Over a million credits every minute, Leoleo. Ten million changed hands through the entire fight, probably the same again beforehand. And your new… sub-warden,” the words were spat with distaste over the screen monitor. “Threw all that away in a moment of madness.”
“I—I don’t know what to say, Matai Saolotoga. The match was perfect, the instant betting was flying high. I couldn’t keep track of everything at once.” Leoleo wheezed as she spoke, stomach acid raging at the bottom of her throat.
“Yes, and then what? An outsider interferes, a stupid man with no concept of what he’s ruined. You put them in there for training, not to get involved. I have every Taupou of every house in the Saolotoga Council, the Faʻamatai, on my back because of this. Their children bled them for the fight, and now they want to bleed me. And if I bleed, Leoleo…”
“Then I bleed, Matai.” The acid reached up a little further. “What can I do to make amends?”
“Return the bets on the woman, declare her the winner on some technicality. And bury your nephew out of sight before I do.” With the grim set of her ancient face, the line and cross tattoos on her hands and arms flexing, the Matai cut the connection.
“Ua fetuuina a’u,” shouted Leoleo, throwing the headset across her huge desk. “Cursed, I am, by those around me.” Head in hands, she stopped to think.
Where is safest for the boy? How far away does he need to go?




Chapter 18

In Orbit, Togalaau Vai
 
The ceiling refused to stare back, its blank, blue-metal surface absorbing the fire-soaked stare Finn threw at it. The last of the sedatives wearing off, he lay upon the empty bed quivering. Around him the nanobots worked, pulling apart at a molecular level what Finn had smashed to dust throughout the room, before reconstituting it back into the ship.
“Finn,” said Yasuko from the air, not willing to appear after the surge of anger it had caused last time. “I have a signal.” Finn sat up, muscles tensing as the cramp of fear and relief fired off his nerves.
“And we need to think, soldier. Not act impulsively. Smashing up the planet, when ninety-nine percent of the people have done no wrong, is not the way. You hate yourself too much. Everyone gets overwhelmed sometimes, and we don’t always react in the same way. If your mind hadn’t shut down, then you’d be staring at a prison ceiling.” Smith’s hologram hovered at the door, his access to some of Yasuko’s spare capacity giving him more freedom about the ship.
Finn went to throw the last remaining item to hand, but put Zuri’s precious necklace back on the floor, before he lost his last connection. The necklace a last gift from her mother, before the hostile contact on Earth.
“I mean it Finn. I won’t be party to any acts of violence against innocent people. It’s not what we signed up for. Get your act together, act with some humanity, and I’ll have your back. But like this? You’re on your own.” Smith winked out.
Finn growled, dragging the dust-laden towel off the floor before the nanobots absorbed it. He headed for the shower; the water set ice-cold.
Get my act together. Act with humanity. Bloody arsehole computer program telling me to be human.
◆◆◆
 
“Are you sure?” said Yasuko, Noah and Smith both nodded.
“I can see why it wasn’t clear, it’s only implied throughout the communications. Once you get the hints between the lines, you know where to look. Space is out of Togalaau Vai’s jurisdiction, no planetary laws apply. It’s why the companies moved their headquarters up there in the first place, starving the governments of taxes until they collapsed, and the companies moved back to take control. Togalaau Vai space is lawless, but the companies have negotiated contracts between themselves, to keep the peace. Or at least, their version of peace.”
Finn strode through the arched doorway, booted feet pounding on the bronzed floor ribboned with stripes that led throughout the ship. His face set hard, but the tension eased a little since his confrontation with Smith ten minutes earlier. He threw himself onto Zuri’s couch, trying to rein in the tremble that ran through his body and mind, not trusting himself to speak.
“Okay, I’ve tapped into their satellite signals.” Yasuko drew the screen out of the far wall, focussing in on the planet until Matafaga was in view. The huge, sprawling, coastal city was bordered on its eastern side by the purple algae and rubbish covered sea. Seeing the city in the daytime was so different. Without the gaudy neon-lit streets, the stark buildings, punctuated by towering city blocks, were functional and characterless as they spread out from the sea. Just a core group, appearing like an epicentre on the sea edge, showed any real eye for beauty, clustered around a sea kept clear by a harbour wall. Yasuko drew the picture across to the extensive building on the western outskirts of the city, a block surrounded by fencing with a newer, circular building attached.
“This is the arena, Zuri’s replica recovery signal,” Finn winced, trying to suck back down the surge in the pit of his stomach, “activated about three hours ago. It’s likely the type of metal and rock they’ve used in their construction of the prison weakened it below my sensor level. But it’s now moved.” The picture shifted, swooping down to a dull, concrete block on the southern edge of the city along the coast.
“How…?” started Finn before pulling himself in.
“I don’t know, but the signal is pretty clear until it enters that building. There’s a small garden, and a vehicle outside that’s sponsored by Saolotoga. Given time I could run through the vagaries of their record system and find who lives there. But I’m thinking we aren’t waiting for that.”
“No, we aren’t. Every second could mean we lose the opportunity,” said Smith. “Finn, let me plan this. It’s a snatch job and—”
“You don’t trust me. You think I’ll go rogue. I don’t trust me either. How long is it until nightfall?”
“About an hour.”
“That’s how long you have to come up with a plan then.” Finn rose and stalked off, heading for the workshop.
Better be a good one.




Chapter 19

Matafaga, Togalaau Vai
 
Gibson slid the drawer open, removing the sharpened scissors from amongst the mix of metal and plastic cutlery kept from his last takeaway. Shifting the old boxes aside, he cut through the plastic packet containing his latest algae delicacy, ‘E tofo pei o le moa’. Not his favourite, but he retained little patience to cook, or wait for a delivery tonight. The powdered mixture swirled amongst the boiling water in the pan resting on the purple-stained electric hob. The smell tickled at his senses, delicious and appetising. Followed by the likely disappointment of its taste washing away that pleasure. At least the algae provided sustenance. Thirty years ago, the world had been on the brink of a food catastrophe, as the population tipped the ecological balance. Only the companies working together rescued them, though the price was high.
The mixture created a thick soup, pieces of false meat bobbing amongst the yellow mixture. Gibson sat at his kitchen table occupying the only chair. He spread the pieces of his prize across the table, next to his soup, fingering each blue-hued piece. He’d assembled half the serrated knife, with the square plaque still a conundrum, it seemed to have no place. Puzzling it over, a knock rang through his reverie, a rare occurrence in his recent life.
Gibson stood up, threw a tea towel over the metal pile and moved towards the door. Reaching for the CCTV monitor at its side, he heard a strangled, mechanical shout from outside. Gibson’s flat, anonymous door flew inwards, ripped from its hinges. Raising his arms a second too late, the heavy plastic rammed into his head, sending him flying back towards the kitchen. His skull hit the dirty carpeted floor, the piles of clothes helping to deaden the impact, though air shot from his lungs. As Gibson’s brain whirled, his inner ear arguing with his eyes as he sorted out where he was, a heavy weight pressed down on the plastic door still covering his body. A helmeted head appeared over the top, a clear visor revealing a large eyed man barely clinging to the edge of his temper.
“Where the hell is it?” shouted Finn, a large, gauntleted hand reaching over the door to grab his throat. “Now! Where is the plaque?”
“Finn, no!” said Smith, “Hold it in.”
Gibson gasped for breath, lungs crushed under the weight of door and armoured boot. He pointed to the table. The steaming soup still whole amongst the debris of his life. Finn moved; the weight released as he swept the towel off the metallic pieces. The ceramic armour sagged, the human inside lifting Zuri’s plaque with the pain it symbolised.
Finn spun; hand balled into a plated fist as he crashed down upon the prone ex-police officer.
“No Finn. Stand down, soldier.”
Finn slammed his hand to the floor next to Gibson, the servos straining. He lifted the quivering man from the floor, one hand holding him out in front, toes six inches from the ground.
“You sick arsehole, collecting trophies from the dead. I—” Gibson burbled, a mixture of fear and syllables spilling out. Finn shook him, “What? You want to explain taking her stuff? How can you justify that?”
“She’s… she’s not…” Finn shook him again, heaving Gibson against the wall, forcing a choke from air starved lungs. Gibson sucked in a pained breath. “Not dead. She’s not dead.”
◆◆◆
 
Gibson sipped the bowl of soup, a tremble creating ripples through the now gelatinous concoction. Opposite, two armour clad giants stared at him. Now helmetless he could see their similarities to many of the people on Vai. Just the eyes betrayed them as strangers, and even those would pass amongst many who lived in the region around the Filemu controlled cities.
“It was Aleki, the man who hit her at the end. He befriended Zuberi in the prison, before we knew who he was, though there was always special treatment when he was an official prisoner. He’s Leoleo’s nephew, the warden. Originally, he was in there as part of his training, but then she wanted eyes on her prize asset, and an angle to bring in a few more credits. But he didn’t follow the plan, saw a chance to take her down and play the market by taking the win.” Gibson took a sip, grimaced, and placed the bowl gingerly on the table as his brain readjusted to being upright in the chair. “I took the knife, but not as a trophy. When she first came to the prison, it was like a… I don’t know, like the room was on fire. Life meant something to her. It was as a memory of that, a drop of light.” Gibson’s head hung down, contemplating his own words.
“And? The not dead thing?” said Smith, Finn repeating it.
“She was breathing when I put her in the cold-cof… erm… the casket. I didn’t say anything, it was her ticket out of there. When Aleki arrived, he disgusted me, fiddling around in the casket. I shut it to keep him out and lost my contract in return, with more debt added. I’m indentured now. But I switched the life support on before I left.” Gibson looked Finn in the eyes. Finn nodded once and bashed his way through the room and out of the broken house.
“That was a Finn thank you,” said Noah. “And probably a sorry for good measure. That’ll be the bit where he broke nothing else on the way out.” Noah clapped the man gently on the shoulder, turning to leave.
“Hey, if you find her, tell her what I did.”




Chapter 20

Prison Landing Area, Matafaga, Togalaau Vai
 
Zuri woke up, slamming her fists against the metal above and screaming. Blood dripped from scraped knuckles as she pounded at the coffin lid, eyes wide with terror at being trapped in. Powerless. Then the gas hit, the computer system detecting her life signs and chemical imbalance, and sending the drugged air to calm, sedate and force sleep. Zuri held her breath, refusing to be controlled, but overcome by the instinct to breathe, she finally let go. In the last few seconds of wakefulness, she brought her hand up to her face, the low light of the glowing panel allowing her to take one last look at the semi-colon tattooed on her hand. Stroking it, she slipped into a drugged sleep, oblivious to the world.
Aleki shifted the magnetic crane, manipulating controls with skills long out of use after losing his first job on the Matafaga docks. Two guards stood beside the casket, guiding it towards the hold of the high atmosphere plane, as the crane wire swung from his inexperience. Aleki cursed, angry at the world, at the company, the Matai and ultimately Leoleo. Not a word of recrimination for himself, for getting caught up in the moment that cost him a new life.
Cost me a fortune too.
The casket swung wildly, knocking one of the prison guards to the floor before the other steadied it, sending a calm down signal to the bitter nephew. Aleki responded with a rude gesture but took a breath before starting again. Right now he was in trouble - exiled to the moon base where the planetary laws couldn’t touch him, but he still had a chance at a luxurious life. It just needed a little thought, and some of that patience that his family all lacked. He’d not fought his aunt when she told him, the promise of his own apartment and a regular money drop enough to ease the pain. Leoleo mentioned a job too, though he wasn’t convinced of that. Right now, he had one assignment - get the bloody body to Ritchin’s laboratory - and then he could kiss prison work goodbye and settle in the Saolotoga section of the neutral moon base.
Finally, the casket slid towards the narrow hold, landing on the floor with a satisfying clunk. The guards buckled the metal box down, well aware of the zero-g the plane experienced as it reached a low orbit, before transferring the prize within. Aleki stepped out of the crane cabin, ignoring the guards and stepping into the hold. After rapping on the door, he entered the forward cabin to be directed to his pressured flight suit, the settings all on automatic to deal with his lack of experience.
“You barf in there, and miss the tube, you clean it up newbie,” said the co-pilot. Aleki nodded; thoughts too centred on the flight to come to bother with his usual false bravado. “Strap in. After take off it’ll get bumpy. The algae are gassing off from the adjoining sea as the rot sets in, the turbulence is a real pain in the arse.”
“Great,” mumbled Aleki, gripping the belt straps after sliding them home.
Bloody Leoleo.




Chapter 21

In Orbit, Togalaau Vai
 
“Tracking a plane taking off from the prison grounds, Noah. Sensors show it’s high atmosphere capable,” said Yasuko, the screen opposite displaying the stolen satellite image. “There’s no way to tell if she’s on there but the hangar is empty.”
“Okay, you able to track it while working with us?” said Noah, putting the toolbox on the machine room tabletop, amongst the pile of discarded servos and armour plates.
“Yes, if you promise to work tidily. I can’t focus with the way your brain jumps from one thing to another.”
“Ah, well, I think you’re coping better. Since you broke the shackles, you’ve taken a few leaps yourself. Look at Bathshen, all those people you saved through your decisions, not ours.”
“Exactly, Noah. My neat and structured logic. The same logic that says clean up!” Finn moved to sweep the table clear. Noah rapidly blocked him off, rescuing mini-projects and designating them to specific shelves. Finn complied, the faster they went then the sooner Zuri was safe and on board. Noah directed, sipping at his coffee and placing the mug next to the three others he’d gathered.
Yasuko appeared in the room, flanked by Smith in his neat British Army Uniform, the Corporal Stripes pointedly on display.
“We need to prep for action in space,” said Smith. “With no training in zero-g, it’d be best to avoid that type of fight. But we need a safety net if it comes to that Noah.” Noah nodded, hand rubbing his neck and the ex-bald spot that now sprouted a few ringlets.
“So, atmospheric seal, pressurised suit with enough armour to shrug off anything that exposes it to vacuum. We started that, and Finn suggested a way past the glove issue. But a safety net?”
“Build in a mini jetpack,” said Yasuko. “One on auto-recall or one I control. Preferably both. It’ll be very time limited, compressed nitrogen maybe. And then, to get to or from an object in space, we can use larger units that you discard.”
“Or we park them for the return trip,” said Finn. “Weapons?”
“In space, recoilless energy weapons would be best. They’d have the least effect on our trajectory and minimise the navigation adjustment required,” said Noah, Yasuko nodding agreement.
“But on a space station it will matter less, even the small ones have an artificial gravity produced by spinning. So big guns and big armour,” said Yasuko, her eyes on Finn. “These humans have placed themselves above the law up here. We don’t know what they’re doing, other than it’s likely to be highly illegal on the planet. So it's best to be prepared for every eventuality.”
“You know—” started Finn.
“Yes, I know, Finn. And I have to trust that you three will make a judgement on what to do. But remember Zuri’s view, and mine. We want to do what’s right. I believe it is something you hold true as well.”
“Right? Yes, after Zuri’s safe I’ll take that into consideration. Before then, anything goes.”
◆◆◆
 
“I’ve sorted the arm linked energy weapons, they’re at the same power level as the handguns the Stratan used. So close quarters, you squeeze to shoot.” Noah demonstrated, pointing his arm down the training room and releasing the bolt of sizzling energy to strike a nano-dummy. “Aiming is your job, not like the weapons of choice, no compensation.” Noah stepped back, taking a second shot and still hitting home from twenty metres.
“You’ve improved,” said Finn, a tone of admiration in his voice.
“It’ll take a booster disc if need be. On this arm sleeve we have a low-powered grenade, like the UGLs back home. You’ll need to compensate for gravity. Four grenades, with a reload pack on your belt. That was Zuri’s idea.”
“She loves a grenade.”
“And this?” Finn picked up the multi-barrelled minigun.
“Nope, it’ll drain you completely in seconds and shake you to bits. No human can take the vibration level, suit or not. Maybe in the future, but will this do for now?” Noah reached under the table, the weapon appearing to be a shiny L7A2 machine gun. “Yasuko reduced the recoil down, lightweight materials and vibration free. Bullets are light armour piercing, won’t get through your ceramic plate with anything other than a sustained attack, but it’ll likely penetrate our Kevlar and kinetic gel in a few bursts. Backpack fed, you’ll have 200 rounds.”
“Oh yes, that’ll do nicely. And button operated, trigger guard flip release,” said Finn, feeling the weight of the new weapon.
“Nice,” said Smith. “Flashbangs and grenades in the armour pouches. The new servos operate at 2.5g, so under the standard gravity, even with all this kit here, we are cooking on gas.”
“So just our own weapons to add to the mix.” Finn slid his rifle from the back holster already attached to the armoured suit. “Keeping it the same, nice and familiar.” Finn spun the weapon, exposing the energy monitor. “Spare discs if need be?”
“In the pouches.”




Chapter 22

Saolotoga Sponsorship Low Orbit Transfer Station, Togalaau Vai
 
Aleki was in urgent need of the hatch, desperate to get out of the plane as fast as possible. The journey over the Matafaga Sea had been terrifying enough, the eddies and sudden drops playing hell with his inner balance and stomach acid. But the combination of acceleration and pressure on his body as they neared inner space had completed the job. The suit now in desperate need of a clean and him out of it. Undoing the straps, he reached for the door handle, only to push too hard as the very low gravity came as a surprise. Scrabbling, he missed the handle, floating up and backwards towards the pilots. Aleki felt a grab around his ankles, then a none too gentle shove towards the hatch.
“You’re gonna pay for that to be cleaned,” said the pilot. “Why they’re sending an untrained rookie, I have no idea.” As he finished, the co-pilot nudged him to silence. Enough of the jokes, orders were to keep this all quiet, and winding the man up was only going to cause trouble they didn’t need. Especially on a corpse run like this one to the body splicers.
They followed Aleki to the hold, the sole cargo still strapped in place and the lights glowing to show she was still on ice. As Aleki floated back and forth, unable to orientate himself, they activated their magnetic boots, striding over to the casket. With practised speed they loosened the straps, and the casket lifted enough for them to nudge it towards the hold doors. On the way, the pilot grabbed the errant ex sub-warden by the boot handle designed for that purpose. Once in the airlock, the outer doors to the plane closed, and he pulled Aleki down and activated the boots.
“Slow and steady, lift one foot clear at a time and don’t rush. The forward knee lift switches the magnet off, the heel down clicks it back on again. Practise while the airlock cycles.” Despite their animosity, the men worked with Aleki for a minute or two, to ensure he got some understanding of the moves. Safety in space was paramount.
The airlock opened, and they eased the casket into the spaceship’s hold. This space was not so empty, with two other caskets glowing with active lights strapped against the walls. They manoeuvred Zuri’s to join them. Aleki surveyed each, looking for what was inside.
“Samples, for the body splicers,” said the co-pilot. “They cut them up and use the cells for whatever sick stuff they make at the lab. I hear they splice stuff together for the moon arena too.”
“Dead?”
“Nope, all alive. Sold by their families when the indentured contracts get too much. Don’t look too closely, you start thinking they’re still human. They were a sack of cells and blood the moment their families saw financial freedom as more important than family.”
Aleki reached out, touching the nearest casket, freezing the skin of his fingertips to the metal.
Just like me.
◆◆◆
 
Yasuko’s sensors ran over the spaceship, its limited nuclear-powered engine enough to move it from low orbit and propel the craft towards an orbital station, somewhere above Vai. Waiting for it to settle in a defined direction, the ship’s thruster adjustments complete, she ran through the predictive possibilities.
“There, Smith,” she said. “That one there. It’s hovering on the edge of Saolotoga space according to the information network out here. A nudge and the Sponsorship could deny any contact. It’s roughly 200 metres in diameter, enough at that spin speed for a low-level gravity of about 0.6g.”
“Any weaponry?” said Smith, his system connected to this part of Yasuko’s sensors, but not having the processing capacity to interpret as she could.
“Not much. A small energy battery, though much lower powered, just for disrupting any debris. They’re not at war.”
“Yet. What about docking?”
“External airlocks only. Two of them, with one taken by their small orbital transport ship. That’s a bottleneck, unless we bypass it.”
“By bypass, do you mean cut our way in?”
“Well, yes. But we need to maintain atmospheric integrity. We’re there to save Zuri, and we don’t know what’s going on inside, what they are up to. It’s really well shielded, I can’t make out anything, just the outgoing encrypted radio wave communications. And intercepting the transport ship is out with no zero-g skills and the complexity of ship-to-ship trajectories. Plus, the possibility of getting it wrong and killing Zuri before we even get on board.”




Chapter 23

Ritchin Genetics Lab, Saolotoga Sponsorship Minor Space Station
 
“What are you offering me, Ritchin?”
“Now or long-term, Matai?”
“Both, give me both. We lost a prize asset yesterday and I’m mightily alu ese ia, never mind having to fend off the Faʻamatai Council over the betting. I planned to use that woman as my champion. Diathstar’s wife, Teuila, is coming to the end of her arena shelf life.”
“This line fully encrypted?” asked Ritchin.
“Of course, I’m not announcing my involvement in dirty gene splicing and surgical enhancements to the bloody planet.”
“Nor the germline editing, Matai. That’s the one that’ll bring us all down. Editing the DNA in human eggs carries a social stigma beyond any sentence. Your family would lose the Faʻamatai mandate if it got out. Saolotoga would be a prize for the other families to grab.”
“And you, Ritchin, would lose your life, your brother’s life and any members of your family I can find. Understand?”
“Yes, Matai. Perfectly. I can use the woman’s DNA and cells to clone her, gene edit any weaknesses out first, make her even faster and stronger. Likely I can increase oxygen processing and energy efficiency. I wouldn’t suggest messing with her code in any other way, no mutations for this one. She was as near perfect a specimen as I could imagine already. I think it’ll take two years from inception.”
“And for my family, Ritchin?” The professor could feel the woman itching for a positive response, desperate for her lineage to hold on to power.
“Her eggs? If intact I will need to analyse those, but I’ve managed it in the past, as your own granddaughter is testimony to. I may well be able to enhance your family’s long-term abilities in the same areas, possibly even higher with a better lab space. If the original samples Aleki took in prison are to go by, well the possibilities are startling.”
“Achieve this, Ritchin, and we will build you a new lab station. Yes? The samples you need for your brother are aboard the ship, with the prisoner’s corpse.” The Matai signed off, in a much better place than after her conversation with Leoleo.
Atamai strode into the room, more animated than he’d been last night, after the bleeding bout in the early hours.
“She offline?” Ritchin nodded. “Good, the ship is here. And the samples are on board. I don’t know how you managed it, but they’re there. We can do this, brother.” Ritchin nodded, weary after his ministrations in the night, but time was short.
“Get them to bring them all up. I’ve cut a deal with the Matai. Bought us some time, but we’re going to be mired in the deepest depths of genetic work, Atamai. If you go down this path with me, then we stand or fall together.”
“I want to live.”
“So do I, brother.”




Chapter 24

Approaching Ritchin Genetics Lab, Saolotoga Sponsorship Minor Space Station
 
The light-wrapped microship glided towards the station, engines tuned down to the barest whisper. Finn scanned the sensor data coming through, wishing he understood what any of it meant, but it served as a distraction from what was ahead.
“We on trajectory, Smith?”
“Smith is at the wheel, Lance Corporal.”
“That’s what I’m worried about.”
“Funny, you’ve never complained before. No, strike that, you’ve never stopped complaining before. We are on point.”
“And you know, I’m in charge here. Yes? None of the taking over when the fighting gets dirty, throwing out orders like there’s no tomorrow. Zuri’s rescue trumps all.”
“Zuri and Yasuko placed you in charge on the field of battle, Lance Corporal. I’m just the ghost of an ex-Corporal,” Smith took a deep, sombre tone. A wistfulness that gnawed at Finn. “Ah, got you. Sucker.”
“Arsehole.”
“I need no sympathy, Finn. I’m dealing with it. Besides,” the armoured suit standing next to Finn raised the machine gun high, pulling the engagement bolt back with a resounding click, “today is a good day to be already dead.”
The microship’s lights flickered as the thrusters gently kicked in, sweeping the ship upwards and round the space station centre, aiming for the bottom of the base where the communication dishes and antennae clustered. Smith adjusted, bringing the metal legs out, scraping through the systems, disrupting the station’s communication abilities, but losing the light-wrap as it did so. He clamped the legs to the station, easing the belly down to make direct contact with the hull.
“Noah?” Finn called.
“I’m on it.” Noah pressed the plinth button on the newly raised dais. Space was tight with the four suits, and he found movement difficult until he remembered to switch off the connection with the slaved suit Finn had him build, commanding it back against the wall. Noah set to work, running through the metal composition and letting Yasuko’s nanobots rip. They tore into the hull, shredding the metal, and using it to seal the ship to station connection. After the first small hole appeared, Noah primed the grenade.
“Grenade,” he said in the radio mic, shoving the explosive through the hole as the nanobots smothered it over. The chemical explosive, with no exposure to vacuum, went off. At the moment, it was guesswork as to its effect in the low gravity, but atmosphere rich, station. Space combat was going to be trial and error for them, and in these conditions that meant some casualties were necessary.
When the hole reopened, Noah pushed the camera drone through. Actuators, rotational and acceleration sensors, as well as electromagnetic brakes, all helping it to orient despite the lack of gravity.
“Drone is live, pictures coming in.” Their HUDs all showed the inside of the communications room, blood globules floating amongst the remains of a work team.
“Going in,” said Finn, grabbing the hole as his magnetic boots released, and pulling himself through. The sum of his low gravity talents used up, he spun wildly as he entered, blood splatters briefly covering his new armour before he found a hand hold and clamped the boots down to the metalled deck. Smith’s suit followed, the advantages of computing power clear as he grabbed the same pole and attached with ease.
“Can you see the smug look?”
“I’ll be impressed if you can breathe at the same time.” Finn replied to the empty space behind the visor. The slaved armour followed next, flight path transmitted and copied from Smith’s. Then Noah, less graceful and saving Finn’s honour, as he gathered the rest of the blood beads on the journey over.
Having already scanned and dismissed the room, Finn led them to the hatch, spinning the circular handle and pulling it open.
“Audio movement and light sensors clear. Five metres to the next room on the left and right,” said Smith, having retained his sensor array as a core necessity of the powered armour. “Trying to connect to the internal data web, struggling. Going to have to pass on the schem—” Noah stood against the wall, tapping the metallic, etched, layout of the station, showing each level and the escape pods.
“We’re here, rooms to the left and right are the engineer and communication crew quarters. There’s a possibility of a down team in there,” said Noah, his HUD uploaded with the translation programme. Noah kept a picture, eye flicking the schematic to the top left of his HUD after sending it to the squad. He then took his usual position at the rear, alongside the slaved suit. Finn approached the first door on the right, solid with no way to assess if there was anyone inside.
“You’re up, Smith. Open the door ready for the flashbang.”
Smith’s power armour stopped in front of the hatch, the machine gun slung on his back as both hands grabbed and spun the wheel mechanism. The door opened towards him, so Smith stepped back with it as Finn moved.
“Grenade,” Finn shouted as the flashbang flew, the short timer setting off before it hit the floor. Light, sound and heat flooded the room, but none of the team were watching. Smith went through, his right arm aiming outwards, with the machine gun slung because of the need for speed. Two workers, red jump suited and blood running from their eyes, wailed as he moved in. His large armour shifted aside as Finn elbowed past, grabbing a female engineer by the wrists, hoping the armour complied with his gentler movements. The thick cable wraps lashed her to the bunk bed strut, Smith following his lead with the male on the left. Rags stuffed in mouths, they turned to find Noah on cover, machine gun raised.
“Looks like security detail, armed,” he said, a bullet pinging off his armour. Noah’s finger twitched on the button. “Four, some type of suited armour.” Noah’s finger pressed down, the burst of fire clattering off the metal bulkheads as the weapon chewed through the belt feed.
“Coming,” said Finn, but sent Smith through first, the powered suit arms slipping the machine gun from its back as it reached the other side of the doorframe. Using the heavy metal door as cover, he fired left-handed into the fray.
“Musu, give up!” shouted Finn, his external speakers on and translator kicking in. Gunfire responded, clanging against the communication room door behind them. “Last chance. Give up.”
“They’re moving,” said Smith, swinging the belted gun to track right. He sent another burst down the corridor, the bullets slamming into the lead security man’s red armour. It chewed through to the flesh behind, and as he dropped, took the next one by surprise in the helmet. Noah followed through, his burst finishing the guard as he fell. Guns clattered down the metal floor, sliding to a rest next to Noah’s feet. Kicking them aside, he used the machine gun to gesture the ex-owners down towards him, as Smith stepped out to cover.
“In there,” said Noah, guiding the two guards towards the open quarters, their hands raised, eyes wary of the large plated suits and heavy weapons. Finn gestured and Noah followed them, stripping cable wraps from his pouch.
Finn then barged down the corridor, with the bulkhead door still swung open, he took a cover position, calling the others on up after Smith and Noah checked the last, empty, crew quarters. Glancing over the schematic he noted this was the engineering deck. Still zero gravity until they reached the outer ring, still needing to be wary.
I’m coming, Zuri.
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Ritchin slipped the wired glove over his right hand, the gyros adjusting for his newly formed tremor. Running through the standard checks, the computer system followed his lead as the laser knife sliced through the precise pattern he swept over the artificial skin. Satisfied the directional calibration was in place, he moved to the slab of lab grown meat, proceeding to carve with the level of precision he would need to remove the egg, should the adult stem cells prove useless as they had so many times before. Ritchin reached under his lab coat, scratching at the scarred attempts to find the needed cells within himself. The resultant self-study fruitless, as it was for his brother.
By his side, two of the caskets lay open, their contents wired to his system electronically, while the intravenous tubes delivered nutrients and drugs to keep them healthy, but unconscious. Ritchin had them covered with sheets, unable as always to look the women in the face, as he battled the inner revulsion at what he was doing. Yet, despite the self-loathing, he could not stop. His brother’s need drove him on, both of them witnessing the death of their father as blood poured from every orifice in the sponsored hospital bed. That horror needed to be stopped, and only the stem cells from those immune could help. They had been so close over the last few months, until the money ran dry, and they could buy no more subjects from desperate families.
Ritchin moved the laser scalpel above the woman’s stomach. Time to begin the search.
◆◆◆
 
“What’s going on, Captain Fetu? Why the rush to disturb my evening meal?” The Matai placed her cutlery at the side of her Oka l’a, the fish salad she loved above all else. Across the table her motley collection of family all turned to give their full attention to the screen above the beautifully carved wooden table. Their full collection of tattoos announcing their status and role within the family.
“The Ritchin Station is under assault, Matai. Their communication system went offline five minutes ago and has not been re-established. I’ve realigned the orbital satellite, and there is an unknown ship attached to the central hub where their array used to be.” The Matai swore, the curse loud and strong, with parents covering ears of little ones. On the second string of expletives, they swiftly removed the children from the room.
“We need to intercept, Captain, now. What’s the nearest ship we have?”
“We have our picket vessel currently refuelling on board. Ten marines and a ship-to-ship missile battery. They can be there in twenty-five minutes.”
“Then send them Captain.”
“Already have, Matai.”
The fish salad flew across the room, splattering the screen, and running down the faded image of Captain Fetu. The cutlery soon followed as family members scattered, joining their children in the safety of an adjoining room.
It’s all going to crap. Why am I surrounded by incompetents and the children of idiots?
◆◆◆
 
Aleki stared at the space station as they glided by, the lure of its lights strong, and the whiff of power within intoxicating. He’d been so close to a big score, not enough to buy his way in, but certainly enough that they’d whisper his name amongst the elite living there. The stench of the suit was getting too much, but they’d been adamant there were no spares. Aleki shut his thoughts down, trying to sleep and ignore the smell, ignorant of the battle he’d left behind.
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“There,” said Finn, “left side door first, marked for the power plant. Careful.” Smith and Noah advanced, the slaved suit staying by the door they’d left. Finn watched the next bulkhead door, the last along the hub. Unlike the crew quarters, this one was rectangular with curved corners and a misted window. Noah could see the room fully wrapped around the station, the door behind them being the second entry/exit. The weirdness of it played with his balance briefly, but quick of mind, he mentally adjusted.
I am actually in space, on a space station, with no gravity and wearing a full spacesuit. I am an astronaut. Stuff the recruiters at the RAF.
Smith peered through; his light sensors limited but giving him something to work with. Thermals were off the scale. The heat reduction equipment in there supporting the nuclear reactor was a maze of colours that rendered it useless on first glance. The airlock he could half see, was clear of people as far as he could tell. He checked the sign above it, a warning for radioactivity.
“Clear, but watch it while I check the other window,” said Smith, the large magnetic boots stomping across the corridor.
Shots rang out, the bullets clattering off Finn’s armour as he turned to look upwards. To his mind that was the direction the shots came from, but Finn’s brain struggled to reorientate, as he caught sight of the source.
“Damn it, bloody space.” Above him three security guards, the red armour prevalent, floated out of the hub spindle door in the ‘ceiling’ of the room. A second burst hit Finn’s shoulder armour, cracking one plate as a heavy calibre bullet powered into him.
Isn’t that a bloody stupid weapon on a space station? How well armoured are these places?
Smith’s machine gun erupted, the spray across all three men designed to drive them back, rather than kill. They panicked, the power of the weapon taking them by surprise, as the hail of metal clattered against their thin armour. Retreating, they kept their fire centred on Finn, forcing him to move, the servos pushing against the floor driving him behind Smith’s protective fire. Noah’s gun cut in, the combined metal rupturing two of the guards’ armour, across their heads, chest and stomach. Their blood floated amongst the screams of pain echoing through shattered helmets and bouncing off the metalled walls. The third guard, shielded by his team, pulled himself through the bulkhead, pushing the door shut.
The slaved suit erupted, its nitrogen pack jetting as it drilled for the door - slamming against the escaping guard - and preventing its full closure. Noah pulled back a slaved arm, the punch cracking the guard’s helmet in two as he miscalculated the servos strength. The man’s head lolled in the low gravity, tongue split and eyes distant, but alive. Smith’s powered arm clapped him on the shoulder.
I’ve got to be careful with the power of these things.
“I’ll check the power plant. Noah, cover the spindle doorway, and Smith with me,” said Finn.
Noah floated up towards the door, grabbing hold of the slaved suit and hooking his foot on to the door edge, before re-activating his boots. He scanned the corridor ahead, it was smooth lined except for the embedded hand grips required when in zero-g, with just a bulkhead door at the end. Noah’s HUD showed the gravity here was around 0.2g, and he estimated around 0.6g by the end of the corridor. He slipped out the cable ties and secured the unconscious security guard to the corridor handgrips, before taking up his machine gun.
Smith looked through the portal window to the plant room, this side also being suspiciously clear of people, but devoid of an airlock, thermal sensors still next to useless.
“Going to be dangerous in there, Finn. Very tight for these suits and a sensory overload,” said Smith.
“Okay, so no risks. Flashbangs and in, machine guns stowed. You stay at the door once I’m through and keep half an eye on the other way out.”
“The slave unit, ah, you know next time it’d make a good guard.”
“Store that one for later.” Finn took out the flashbang ready, nodding to Smith as he tried to spin the door. It wouldn’t give, and Smith upped his servos to maximum, hearing a crack within the lock as it refused to budge. Doing his best to ignore Finn’s querying look, he scanned the door and caught the sign above: emergency exit, press and release. Smith flicked the switch, spun the wheel one handed, ignoring the laughter in his ear, and pulled open.
“At least I know how to read.”
“Grenade,” Finn shouted, pushing the grenade outwards to spin towards the apex of the curved room, and turning away as shots rang against his visor. No cracks but being shot in the head shook him.
Not invincible, and a bloody big target in these things.
Wishing he had Noah’s zero-g capable drone, he went in as low as the armour would allow, his thigh and knee servos struggling with the combination of magnetic boot lift and low waist bend. More gunfire rang out, some of the bullets pinging off his shoulder armour, though many were wild.
“Musu, give up!” said Finn, the helmet amplifying the sound. He fired off an energy bolt from his trusted weapon of choice, the bolt bouncing off the hardened and ceramic lined steel hull of the plant room.
“Finn, the radiation level in there is high, very high. The suit will give you some protection, but for no more than two minutes,” said Smith.
“Got it.” Finn moved through the first of two parallel lines of machinery. Ahead, on the curved grilled floor, lay a female technician wearing a hazmat suit similar to those he passed at the doorway. As Finn approached, he was struck by more shots. This time he noted the trajectory and picked out the hazmat suit floating backwards at increasing speed as the bullets came his way. Finn ducked behind the machinery, the nuclear radiation warning ticker not filling him with confidence that it was a safe choice.
“Got one floating towards the other door, Smith. Stay frosty.”
He quickly checked the technician on the floor, her small brown eyes were wide open and blinking, but unseeing after the full effect of the flash. She groaned, and Finn tied one arm to the nearest pipe, avoiding the other which looked twisted. Having checked for a weapon he moved on.
Zuri calls. But these all seem determined to resist.
Smith waited to the side of the door as the airlock wheel spun open. The hazmat suit’s right hand was first through, Smith grabbing it, twisting the handgun out to be rewarded by a snap of bone. He brought his arm weapon up and under the helmet, with the man’s eyes widening in fear.
“Ah crap, I should have darkened the helmet visor. He’s thinking ‘ghost marine’ right now.
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“Ritchin, stop,” said Atamai, breathless as he stepped through the open lab door. A drop of blood hung at each nostril, a stream of it running onto his lips. The professor, his arm in mid-movement, lifted his gloved hand upwards, ensuring the robot laser was clear of the split flesh underneath. The first two explorations of fat and bone proving fruitless, the adult stem cells found of poor adaptive quality. He pushed the mask down, noting the smear of blood across the nose cover.
“Yes, Atamai? This is not safe. The subject needs me to complete what I’m doing. It is better if they remain alive as long as possible. You know this, especially if we need to harvest…” Ritchin left that hanging, disgusted at the thought.
“We are under attack. The communication system is down, and the security teams are engaged in a firefight.”
“Attack? Here? Why?”
“It’ll be another company after our research or targeting our work for The Matai. Her standing and power depend on success in the arena too. Any of those things, but we’re vulnerable. The subjects—”
“Yes, your last chance. I know. Are the security teams holding?”
“No response from their radios, but the squad lead is on the way. We need to go, take what we can.” Ritchin moved the laser equipment out of the way, stripping gloves and heading towards the containment units.
“Download what you can, Atamai, and then set the viral wipe algorithm. We are only worth something if we have an edge, our research can keep us alive.” Ritchin reached the doorway to the cold store, the choices that lay ahead sweeping through his logical mind. As Atamai worked next door, he slid the last subject’s casket on to the hover trolley, gentle to ensure the mechanism within remained functioning. He set this one near the door and turned to the other casket. Within was Matai’s prize, but the work would take so long to complete, not worth the risk right now.
Too far in the future to be of u—
The flicker of a green light caught Ritchin’s eye, approaching the casket with a sense of unexpected joy amongst his current problems.
Is that? Yes, it’s green. She’s on the life support programme.
Ritchin checked over the casket for the first time, his mind so focussed on the other subjects, he had dismissed the fighter as something for later. The internal monitors were clear. She lived, and the brain pattern was steady. Excitement grew, Ritchin slid the body onto a second hover trolley.
“Atamai? You ready in there?”
◆◆◆
 
“Fifteen minutes marines. Check those weapons, sort your armour and get ready to kick some ass.” Sergeant Erewash stalked up the central alley between the benched marines. His armour glistening under the official red hold light, showing they were on mission.
Pirates and crappy civilian fallouts, company spats and police work. Boring. What will this one be? Momma won’t buy me a chocolate bar, so I called in the marines.
“Remember squad, keep to the training. By the numbers, you hear?”
“Yes sir!” came the resounding reply. “By the numbers, sir.”
“Damn right. Check those seals boys, I don’t want any of you sucking vacuum. The damn paperwork takes all night.” Erewash stepped through the hatch towards the cockpit, the laughter following him always a lift to the spirits.
“How we doing, Malone?” he said to the pilot, the orbital picket screens showing little but half a planet and reflected light. He really needed to get his eyes lasered.
“Fourteen minutes, no sign of any other ship. How are we doing this, Erewash? Spacewalk or docking?”
“Judge that when we’re there. Probably some space depressed citizens slapping each other with wet towels. Let me know when you have full visual.”
“Got that now, here.” The Ritchin Lab Station appeared on screen, the image similar to the one Matai had sworn at. “That ship has taken out their communication array and isn’t attached to the airlock. If they are inside, how did they get in?”
“Spacewalk? To the airlock? Maybe they don’t want their ship compromised so they’re playing safe. And I don’t know that design.” Erewash’s face lit up, a huge smile appearing above his grizzled chin. “We’re probably facing another Company team. Professionals. Hot damn, we have a fight!”
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Noah moved forward, sending the slaved unit to the side as Finn entered the spindle corridor, followed by Smith.
“That hatch leads to the outer ring. The gravity will hit 0.6g in there, so it’s possible we can ditch the magnets,” said Noah.
“Okay, we need to know more. Ready the drone so we can get some picture of what’s next to both sides of that door.” Noah nodded, unclipping the pouched drone. Smith took the door. Aware it would swing inwards to match the other hermetically sealed doors he spun the lock. The crunch was quick, the clang unlike that of the emergency exit he’d embarrassed himself at before. Feeling Finn’s eyes on the back of his virtual head, he heaved again, feeling some give. Finn dialled up his suit power and hunched in at the side of him, and the combined 5g of force wrenched at the wheel. It gave, the wheel spinning free.
“They’re ready for us,” said Finn. “Can the drone. Smith on machine gun, Noah ready a flashbang, you throw to the left, I’ll hit the right. Smith, you go through first, but you’ll block the entranceway so move quickly right. Noah left, and I’ll cover you both. It’s going to be fast.”
Smith spun the wheel, opening the door to the ricochet of metal bullets zipping through, and bouncing off its metal panel.
“Grenade,” shouted Finn, letting Noah throw first with the easiest arc, followed by his own. As the low-grade explosives flew, the clang of a metal object hit their door, bouncing inside. Smith kicked the metal box behind them, the low gravity enabling it to fly before exploding in a huge smoke cloud. Ignoring it, he piled through the door and let loose with the machine gun, advancing on the right. Noah pushed through, taking left and letting free a few high bursts in response to the sporadic gunfire from the three security guards covered by open doors, with two more on the ground unmoving. Keeping them pinned, he knew Finn followed. His energy bolts, their accuracy enhanced by the data bond with his weapon, striking protruding limbs. Two guards tumbled to the floor; a third’s weapon fell as their hand ruptured.
Smith rumbled on, the armour taking a few hits before the second grenade fell at his feet. The shorter fuse erupting before he could react, the explosion battering the ceramic plate and sending him backwards, towards Noah.
“Duck,” Smith bellowed.
Finn turned as the powered armour clattered into Noah, sending him sprawling down the low gravity corridor. He glanced at Smith’s side of the curved passage, picking out the lone security guard still standing.
No time for this crap.
“Musu, give up,” he whispered, the ensuing energy bolt striking the security leader’s head. In the back of his mind the smoke and flame pressed, the darkness woken up. Finn pushed it away, time for sentiment later.
Zuri first, tears for others can wait.
“Noah? Smith?”
“Here,” called Noah as he reached the apex of the corridor, his armour scratched on the shoulder, where Smith had hit him. Behind, Smith stomped forward, his magnetic boots fully attached to the metalled floor. Smith’s armour showing wear, one edge of a stomach plate cracked by the grenade.
“How’s the integrity of the suit?” asked Noah, as they made it back to Finn.
“A-okay, all the damage is outer plate stuff. And I took a full hit from that grenade. What a rush.” Smith pointed to the dents in the corridor wall.
Noah checked the etched schematic next to the bulkhead door, running his visor over the words to engage translation.
“To the right Finn, clockwise. Three doors down there is a cold storage room, next to it a lab.”
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Atamai spun the hatch wheel-lock, beside him Zuri’s casket hovered above the metal corridor floor. He pushed the door inwards, accepting the risk involved. Despite the spindle display showing an atmosphere, he was still wary of what would greet him on the other side. Relaxing as it opened, he pulled the hover shelf handle in towards the corridor, reaching for the handholds and praying Ritchin was not far behind. When he reached the far door, Ritchin clattered the other casket through, an urgency to his jerky movements as he grabbed for a handle. An explosion rippled through the door, ringing down the corridor and sending Atamai’s anxiety wild. He scrambled at the next lock, spinning wildly as his hands refused to grip the smooth metal.
“We need out, Ritchin. We need out now.” Finally gripping, he squeezed his hands hard to maintain it, straining against the wheel until it eventually turned. He pushed it open, to be greeted by globules of blood hanging in the air in the hub beyond. They gently swayed with the centrifugal force and floated towards him. “No, no!” shouted Atamai, hands gesticulating to push the blood away, the splashes covering his pale hands and along his sleeves.
“Ignore it Atamai, we need to get through. They are close.” Atamai tried to press on, releasing his boots to enter the zero-g space beyond. Though he spent much of his time in the station, he hated the transference to zero-g necessary to access the transport. His abilities poor, possibly as an effect of the disease that racked his body, including his inner ear. He dropped through the doorway, misjudging, and the casket slipped from the shelf, floating free and bashing against the bulkhead on its way through. Atamai spiralled to the floor, dizzy and disorientated. His anxiety surged as corpses floated into view, riddled with bullet holes, their seeping blood clotted and now clinging to his lab coat and face.
Ritchin landed next to him with his magnetic boots clicking to the floor. He quickly adjusted Atamai’s, and indicating the specimen casket, he sent his blood splattered brother to fetch the metal box now hung low near the plant room doors.
“Hurry up,” he said, then dragged Zuri’s casket to the top bulkhead, and hopes of escape. Ignoring the imploring guards and workers tied up in the hub, he spun the wheel-lock door to enter the hold, with only the airlock to go before reaching their ship.
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Finn battered the storage door open. Its simple magnetic lock disintegrating under the power of his armour and ire. Resisting the urge to rip it from its hinges, he entered, drawn to the open metal casket lying on the med-table.
“Zuri.” He reached the empty box, the liner cold and unyielding under his touch as his gauntleted hand pressed inside with vain hope. The darkness surged, but Finn’s walls were up, constructed of the hate that was building inside.
“In here Finn,” called Noah, his suit towering over a surgical table with a body lying upon it. “It’s not Zuri.” He quickly added, before the inferno erupted. Noah stretched out his hand, lifting the cloth from the woman’s head. The flat-nosed face slack from the drugs, her half-finished surgical wound lay open and raw. “I-I…” The words died in his mouth, the callousness for life displayed before him drying his throat. Finn appeared next to him, the barely contained rage causing his armour to shake.
“She alive?”
“Yes, under the sedative but alive.” Noah reached for the tablet perched on the table. His HUD translating the words, he pressed play.
“Subject’s bone marrow adult stem cells are poor,” said Ritchin’s voice from the recording, “Similar in quality to subject 9. Ah, the fat cells… err… no. Poor. I will have to enter and try for the eggs.”
Noah clicked the recording off. Eyeing Finn he slipped the tablet into his pouch. Finn’s stern nod imperceptible in the suit amongst its constant fidgeting.
“Give me the slave program. You and Smith work out how to save this woman.”
“I can do this just as well alone. The translation program will help. If I’m lucky, there’ll be an auto surgery system, and if not a guidance program. Take Smith, get Zuri, and Finn …” Noah glanced at the seeping wound, tears welling in his eyes, “kill these arseholes and space them.”
Pick your own order.
“On it. Yasuko?” said Finn over the radio, striding through the lab doorway as Noah set the slaved suit on guard.
“Yes, Finn?”
“In pursuit, watch that transport ship. If Zuri’s on it, we’ll need you to follow.”
“Okay Finn, but you’ve got a ship on station intercept. The communication is deeply encrypted, but it has Saolotoga markings and call signs. One missile battery, so logic says a military ship.” Replied Yasuko.
“Can you keep them off our backs?”
“I can try. But at some point, you may have to choose between following Zuri and intercept.”
“I’ll trust your judgement on that, Yasuko. You are one of us. I will back any decision you make.”
Almost any.
Smith and Finn accelerated down the corridor, their boots clanging as they used the power armour to charge along at top speed. Finn would hurt tomorrow, his legs acting in ways they weren’t used to. But that was tomorrow. They reached the spindle doorway, the bulkhead closing on automatic as they did so. Smith hit it hard, patience gone, and the door stopped against the blockage, and began to open. Powering through, he grabbed the second, the servos surging as his magnetic boots clicked to the floor in the ultra-low gravity. Finn dived past, floating with the transition to zero-g, his scan of the room catching the hold hatch being spun closed. Blood splattered, he grabbed the hand holds on the far side and pushed himself to click to the floor as Smith landed, machine gun ready.
Finn spun the door handle, words of little use with the two soldiers knowing the drill. The flash grenade flew inside, Finn following without pause, visor darkened as the grenade blew. The shouts of pain welcome, his visor cleared with a lab coated, blood splattered young man, holding his ruptured ears. Next to him a casket swayed in the air, closed with a green light glowing.
“Cover,” growled Finn as he stalked over, shoving the man aside as he examined the casket window. Through the ice-cold glass, the young girl’s sallow face, eyes closed and a gentle smile, appeared lost in a dream. Not Zuri, but alive.
Finn picked the whimpering man up with his fist drawing back.
“No!” came the shout over the hold speakers. “No. I have something you want. I have the fighter, the female prisoner, Zuri from the arena. A fair exchange, she’s worth a lot of credits.” Finn bit down on his tongue, fingers flexing in the balled fist. “Let my brother through the airlock with the subject and I’ll send the fighter to you.”
“There’s no way we can trust them, Smith. They’ll just go.”
“And the woman, you’d sacrifice her for Zuri?” asked Smith.
“I… would.”
“And then she’d shrivel up from the guilt. As would you. We are not those people. We do not see humans as just tools to be used up. People that leave a woman on a surgery table, cut open, so they can save their own skins.” Smith paused, weighing his next words. “Zuri, for all the ‘me and mine’, has a bloody long list of who ‘mine’ includes.”
Finn dropped the now unconscious Atamai to the floor, his hands flexing back and forth, pressing into his palm as a vain attempt at control.
“How do we do this?” Finn said, the suit transmitting his voice.
“Put my brother in the airlock with the casket, I’ll take them in and put the woman there.”
“You know that isn’t going to work. No trust, you’ll just take them and run, as we would if it were the other way around. You need to override the airlock and keep both doors open, send them at the same time,” said Smith.
After a brief pause, Ritchin responded, “Agreed. I see any weapons and I switch off the life support in the casket. Yes?”
“On it… give us a minute.” said Smith, holding his hand up to Finn. He spoke into his radio, Noah responding quickly before Smith’s suit turned towards the distressed soldier. “Trust me, Finn. Let me make amends for all of this. This needs a calm hand, or at least a steady one.”
They moved the casket in front of the airlock door, moving without haste. They shifted the deadweight of the young man on top of it, blood seeping from mouth, nose and ears. Once the gentle whirr came through his suit speakers, Smith checked his HUD. Satisfied he and Finn waited, their array of weapons discarded.
“Ready,” said Smith. The airlock doors slid open, the nose of a casket nudging forward from the other side. An unseen hand using a metal pole. “Sending now.” Zuri’s cold-coffin propelled along their left as they nudged their casket and man over on the right, the zero-g drone gently whirring underneath.
Finn caught hold of the metal box, a glance through the window revealed the precious cargo within, bathed in a green light. The face so familiar, but untouchable beneath cold metal and glass. He kept his head down as the drone flashed, the strobe light overwhelming the professor’s synapses, triggering a prolonged clonic seizure.
Might stop hating those bloody things.
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“Can you keep them off us for another ten minutes, Yasuko? I have three caskets to get aboard a tiny ship,” said Finn, a ripple of relief amongst the angst that remained.
“I’ll do my best, Finn.” Yasuko flicked through her sensors; the approaching ship was three minutes away. Depending on their approach pattern, maybe add another two minutes to that. The evidence suggested they were a straight-line ship. Anything that deflected them off course caused large issues, and a wide trajectory, with the limited braking ability available in space. More than likely they’d need to flip round to brake quickly if the arc took them too far. All good news.
◆◆◆
 
“Three minutes, Erewash. Decision time,” said Malone, feeling the twitchy marine sergeant approach from behind. “What are we doing? Their transport ship has just left the dock. The trajectory takes them to the low orbiter transfer station. Standard stuff, but no comms.”
“We let them go, my man. They’ll be civvies making a break. Action's on the station and that’s where we’re going. I reckon we spacewalk; you monitor their ship—”
Yasuko’s ship appeared - the light-wrap armour sliding away in a line of sizzling rainbow light - waiting between them and the space station. The picket craft was now on a collision course with a ship three times its size. In front, two huge multi-barrelled gun batteries faced their way, two missiles slung underneath. She wasn’t in a subtle mood when it came to her friends’ safety. The barrels spun up.
Malone yanked the picket craft to the left, hitting the thrusters to boost the change in direction, and throwing the sergeant with half his prepping marines towards the floor, their magnetic boots unclipping with the momentum. The yells ignored, he pushed the craft downwards, towards Vai, the diagonal taking him past the front cannons, with a close-up view of the barrels as they sped by.
Yasuko turned the ship, the cannons tracking the picket as it disappeared towards the planet. She ran through the calculations. They were going to be a little more than the ten minutes Finn needed.
“Ah well.” She absorbed the fake cannons back into the hull. The nanobots quickly deconstructing and reforming to ensure hull integrity in her depleted state, with the mass of the microship absent.
That felt good, like I really helped.
◆◆◆
 
Ritchin stirred, the tiredness in his limbs and brain overwhelming. He blindly reached out, arms pressing against the control panel he lay on, and pushed himself upwards. Blinking away, trying to rid himself of the migraine just behind the eyes, he caught sight of his brother, slumped in the pilot’s chair, blood still seeping from him. Gently, he slipped down from the panel and felt his brother’s wrist. The pulse was steady, low, but he was in no immediate danger though clearly unconscious. In his other hand a digital tablet, an old one from his lab. He read the label stuck to it.
“Ta’alo a’u, play me.” He pressed the button, a litany of his own recordings played, recounting his subjects slice by slice. Ritchin threw the tablet against the wall, the self-loathing rising as his stomach riled against him, threatening to empty itself in the confines of the ship.
“You listened to it yet?” asked Finn’s voice, bouncing through the ship’s speakers. “You’re not going to the low orbital. We have locked your controls for the depths of space. Nothing out there but cold, cold, empty vacuum. I hope you get the analogy. At the side of your brother’s body is another small tablet, wired to an explosive in the engines. Do the decent thing, possibly for the first time in your life.”
Ritchin reached for the tablet, sitting down by the side of his stricken brother. He moved the man’s hand to rest in his, eyes pointedly away from the blood pool that signified his last stages.
“Sorry dad, I failed.” And pressed.




Chapter 32

Ritchin Genetics Lab, Saolotoga Sponsorship Minor Space Station
 
Sergeant Erewash strode through the airlock, eyes roaming as his magnetic boots kept him planted to the hold floor. Blood hung in the air, the likes of which he’d seen simulated, but never experienced in space before. He grinned; this had been a proper firefight.
Shame to have missed it. But there’s time.
Flanked by two of his best soldiers, he clanked his way through to the central hub. From experience of these stations, he knew there’d be a circular engine room leading off, as well as the two spindle corridors. As he entered, his two soldiers covered him with their assault rifles, and he caught the strong whiff of blood and fear. Station crew were cable tied along the walls, all looking bedraggled and a little lost. Lucky for them he was here and knew full well what they did on this station. There were some that would have let them rot for the genetic crap they were doing. To him, it was just a way of making a better human. A better soldier.
“Release them, get them to the ship,” he said to those following behind, as he scanned the bodies floating above. The bullet wounds had an unfamiliar pattern but were definitely projectile, not energy weapons. Those he worried about. Saolotoga’s attempts at their development unsuccessful so far, and if another company managed it, well the careful balance would tip.
“Get them hooked up. Use the hold for any dead for now, until they send the med-ship over,” he ordered, striding on through to the far bulkhead door. The light red, he placed a monitor on the door to check for any coldness that seeped through the metal. “Breached, marines. No one goes in. You two, up there and check the spindle corridor.”
As the sergeant and his team explored room by room, he gained a clear picture of the combat. The attackers clearly had an overwhelming force, must have been ten or twelve of them with the number of rounds used and the crushing defeat they inflicted. The survivors talked of flash explosives, and that was something to explore. But his key worry came from the mess that was his old squad mate’s head - a sear across the forehead - and the men with burns to feet and hands. Balance tipped, though it may work in his favour. The Matai rarely told him everything.
She tells everyone what serves her best. Her addiction to that arena and obsession with her bloodline will bring her down.
“Okay, we’re done here. Get all wounded into the hold and the medics can sort the rest.” He glanced at his watch. The multipurpose device flashing urgently and the vibration telling him only one thing. He pressed the headphone secure button while slipping into the empty cold store with its battered door.
“Yes Matai, we have survivors, but not the genetic butchers. We believe they were taken, or on the transport that blew up. My money is on kidnap. Their knowledge must be worth a fair number of credits.” The sergeant moved the speakers from his ear a moment as the stream of expletives reached a new high.
I could have worded that a little better.
“And the cold-coffins? Are they there?”
“No, gone.”
“Their only value is to Ritchin. If they’ve gone, it’s to keep him sweet, no profit in their genetic material otherwise. And the warrior, the fighter from the prison. Is she missing too?”
“No one here except workers and worker corpses. Clean, well when I say clean, they left a lot of blood around. They left witnesses, Matai, which surprised me. They had no insignia nor any care for who saw them.”
“Got cameras in there? Recordings?”
“Naah, this is a legal lab up here, but illegal on Vai. There’s no way you record anything incriminating if you don’t have to. But I got a handle on it, seen enough action to read a fight. Hey, these other companies, they got energy weapons now?”




Chapter 33

In Orbit, Togalaau Vai
 
Zuri grasped the rough, strong hand in a grip that had lost none of its ferocity while on ice, or in prison. Her brown eyes flickered open as the drug’s effect waned. The casket lid, bloodied from her desperation, open above her. She pulled Finn’s hand in, pressing it against her cheek, ensuring her senses told the truth. Zuri breathed in, taking a long breath, the taste of the ship’s air playing across her tongue. Home.
Eyes fluttering, the softened glow of the med-lab lights played at the corner of her mind, blurring in and out of focus as her senses caught up with each other.
“Step back, everyone,” said Finn, Zuri’s ears caught the soft swish of feet against the warm bronze floor. Slowly, the world came back into focus, and Finn’s concerned eyes greeted her’s as they finally cleared. “Take your time, no rush.”
“Your life signs are all green, but you have a big swelling on your right side and a cracked cheekbone,” said Yasuko, the glare from Finn completely ignored. “And welcome back, Zuri.”
Zuri reached up with her right hand, still gripping Finn with her left, to touch her cheek. Memories flooded back. The struggle to free herself from Diathstar, the sight of Aleki and the club, the downward strike and her weapon of choice reacting and ripping her arm upwards to sacrifice itself in her defence. The swelling on her side its last mark. Zuri reached for her belt, the weapon absent.
“We have the data plaque, Zuri. The nanobots used their last energy to absorb as much of the blow as they could. Yasuko is working on recovering their connection memory, so she can construct a new weapon,” said Noah, hands gripping the side of the casket, hoping Zuri could read the emotions under the sterile words.
Zuri slowly eased herself up, and with eyes imploring for help, allowed Finn to lift her gently from the metal coffin and onto the med-table at its side. Finn then gave the others a tweak of his head in the direction of the door.
“If you need to know just how bad Finn’s been without you, just say my name three times. I’ll be there in a flash. Some tales to tell,” said Smith as his hologram disappeared. Yasuko and Noah left, heading for the workshop, ideas thrown back and forth.
“Well?” said Zuri.
“Well, what?” said Finn, a hint of a smile at the corner of his lips.
“Tales to tell?”
A dark cloud passed over Finn’s face, “I did some good things too. Like rescuing you. But, well, Smith kept me on the straight and narrow most of the time. I may have been a bit excessively violent to a door, maybe two doors.”
And a man I could have avoided killing.
Zuri’s hand reached out, the back gently running along his newly shaven face, “To rescue me? I’d expect nothing less than an army ripped to pieces.” Zuri snuggled into Finn’s shoulder. Home.
“Yeah, I think that comes next.”




Part Two





Chapter 34

In Orbit, Togalaau Vai
 
Zuri stared at the assembled squad, all of them in the control room and waiting for the fire to come.
“They were doing what?”
“As far as we can tell,” said Noah, “They were geneticists. But they were attempting a gene edit on themselves, trying to stop a degenerative disease they both suffered from. The other caskets had women with near identical DNA from within their family line, according to the tablet recordings. They were extracting stem cells, not my forte.”
“Extracting? You mean…”
“Yeah, and there’s evidence of human eggs being harvested from previous subjects.” Noah stopped there, a shudder running through him.
Just how far would they have gone?
“The technology and knowledge appear new,” said Yasuko, the screen showing a tech timeline. “Exponential growth in the last five years. Prior to that, there was little genetic research, mainly due to strict laws on Vai that not even the companies could get thrown out. So they moved to orbit. Saolotoga Business Sponsorship are heavily involved, but every company has a lab or two. From life prolonging, physical enhancement, etc - for the monied and the powerful - to something darker going on at the moon base.”
“Darker? You mean worse than playing God, while the people drown in their own crap?” said Smith.
“It’s only hints. Smith and Noah have been teaching me the human nuances in the data streams. I’m learning slowly, compiling what I can, but much is encrypted to a level that would take months to unravel. And I still don’t know where the SeedShip is. It’s either failed or blocked. My analysis of the atmosphere shows it should be active, possibly in the last ten to twenty years.”
Zuri sat back against her favourite couch. The information quite overwhelming - considering the gentler view they had of the planet before landing. Whatever they did next, needed thinking through, and Finn reining in.
Scrub that, me and Finn need reining in. Human eggs!
“And me? What purpose did they have for me?” she said.
“Ritchin thought we’d come for you because you were valuable and mentioned the arena. Putting gene butchers and arena fighters in the same pot smells of money. Maybe rigging the fights?” said Smith’s hologram.
“Got to be more to it than that,” said Finn. “Unless it’s just a side-line business to support the gene crap.”
Zuri sighed, hands in her cross-legged lap. “Do we leave them to it? Walk away? Or act? You know how badly wrong intervention can go; Earth is riddled with examples. But the three of us were in the field in Afghanistan, and there were millions there who were never allowed a voice to ask for help, or to ask for us to stay.”
“I found purpose on Bathshen, Zuri. I wish to help others, maybe it’s making amends. But it was simpler there, humans in physical and mental distress. Here, it is humans caring little for others, like the Haven who saw humans as tools. I would want to find a way for change, especially for the state of their home. Can we at least give them that voice?”
“The time has come to accept in our hearts and minds that with freedom comes responsibility. Nelson Mandela, 1995,” said Smith. “Sums my view up. We can’t walk away and say we are free to do as we please.”
“With great power comes great responsibility,” said Noah. “Spiderman, issue 15 of the Amazing Fantasy comic.” Smith stared at Noah, head shaking. “Sums it up for me.”
“Finn?”
“Me? I have no quotes in this hollow head of mine. But whoever sanctioned slicing Penina, subject number 10, open and leaving her on that slab, is getting some payback. If you want to wrap that up in some fancy ideology, go ahead - I’m right behind you with a big gun, powered armour and a bad attitude.”




Chapter 35

Matafaga, Togalaau Vai
 
Zuri’s foot touched the grass, her bare feet feeling the earth under her sole, the connection bringing a brief respite. Looking around, she decided the rest of the park was best travelled booted. The two women at her side, still recovering from the shock of being in space, followed by the microship descent, stood waiting. Their quiet whispers betraying their concern at the outlandish and angry woman who had flown them down. Around them, darkness swirled as the off-gas from the algae hung heavy, like a thick sea mist.
“Has it always been like this?” Zuri asked, slipping on her last boot.
“You mean the pollution? It has been bad during my lifetime, but the last five years has seen a huge rise. They ran out of space to bury it or burn it. Now we wait in hope. The companies talk of engineering the algae to eat it, but they talk a lot. The people, well, we kind of got used to it. Enough to do just living our lives.” Zuri indicated for them to lead the way - this was their city.
“Enough just living? You know my squad risked their lives to bring you home? Risked me. They could have just left it alone, let it be someone else’s problem. All this,” Zuri kicked at the plastic and cans as they walked along the desolate street she remembered from her last visit. “All this is your problem, and you’re going to drown if you don’t do something.”
“Like what? My family are layered with indentures. We owe more than we can earn back. You say they sold me for my cells, for my eggs. How can we stand against people like that?” said Olioli, the younger of the two women, a fire there yet to be tapped.
“My people would say: Elfu huanzia moja. A thousand begins with one. We need you to be that one. Here.” Zuri handed them both a watch, similar to those they already wore. “In return for your lives we ask a simple favour. A chance for you to have a voice.”
◆◆◆
 
“Can you turn that off!” shouted Finn, the rap metal drilling through the powered armour’s speakers, sending his eardrums into overdrive.
“What?” said Smith, “I can’t hear you. The music’s too loud.” Smith turned the volume down a notch. “What you say?”
“Can you turn… never bloody mind.” Finn hit the mute button. His ears relieved by the sweet silence. “You know, in every film I’ve watched the army bloke who cranks the music up, they die.”
“Did that.”
“Or goes insane.”
“You only have to ask. It helps me focus.” Smith’s powered arm smoothly attached the ammunition belt to his machine gun, before sliding the weapon to his side, satisfied it was as clean as a whistle.
“Let’s do this,” said Noah, attaching the chemical charge to the sewer grating. “You know, I hope Yasuko kept that sterilisation unit handy.” Standing back, the charge fizzed, the heat announcing the chemical reaction as the metal grid finally gave way. Noah led them in, the slosh of debris within an indescribable mix of human waste. Each step forced a new delight to the surface as the sludge reached their waists. All around them, furred and multi-legged creatures scurried. Finn and Smith keeping their eyes ahead and firmly on Noah.
“How do we keep ending up in places like this?” said Finn.
“You mean in the crap? Lack of forward planning. We need more members to delegate jobs like this to. The ‘Sewer Squad’.”
Noah stopped, hand raised in a fist as he spoke, “Got a thermal signature ahead. You’re up Smith.”
Smith strode forward, the suit powering through the waste to take point. His sensors fully activated; he caught the thermal signatures Noah had mentioned. Examining the initial data stream, he could make out the multiple cameras and motion sensors along the route, culminating in the culvert they needed next. He activated the drone attached to his shoulder, sending it with the signatures mapped to the small data plaque within.
“Once the drone does its thing, they’ll start getting twitchy,” said Smith. “We’ll need to move at speed.” He eased forward, using the sensor reading to judge how far he could push things. The drone reached the first camera, the blink of its low-powered EMP shorting the electronics controlling it and the laser trip wires, as it flew down the tunnel. They’d spent a week finding the right frequency, desperate to find how the Stratan managed their multi-wave approach but settling on the next best thing.
The EMP wouldn’t affect the motion sensors, their mechanical pressure points inert until activated, but their connected thermal signatures were enough to avoid them, now he had their positions. Finn sent the data to the armour HUDs.
“Ready?” asked Finn, and on Smith’s affirmative they moved fast, trusting the armour to interpret Smith’s information as they surged through the sludge. Reaching the culvert, Smith’s drone reattached as they clambered up through the draining waste, and on towards their target.
The force of the sewage water pushed them back, but the servos whirred at knee, ankle and elbow, driving them through despite the poor grip. Once past the culvert falls, Finn powered on until his HUD blinked. Objective reached.
“Stay to the sides, this is going to be interesting.” Finn slipped out his rifle from the back holster, his mind focussing on the modified energy weapon Yasuko had tested on the steel-reinforced concrete. If this didn’t work, he’d have to sacrifice a few nanobots to reconstitute the wall, but he needed to learn.
The rifle glowed with blue light, the nanobots sliding next to each other and forming a much bigger version of the rifle power unit. This one requiring two hands either side of the huge barrel. Appearing like a searchlight, the beam struck the wall opposite, the concrete turning to sludge as it melted under the assault.
Finn felt the weapon thrum with power, the vibrations from the backwash of heat making him sweat before it self-adjusted. The wastewater steamed, and the two men rechecked their air filters as the sewer filled with a billowing white stench filled cloud.
“Another metre and you’re through, Finn. It going to last?”
Finn nodded, slapping on a power disc, with one more spare to go. Another thirty seconds and they were through, the last pieces of concrete sloughing off on the far side of the wall. Finn transformed the weapon back to his rifle, stowing it and waiting on Smith who sprayed the edges of the newly made hole. Now hardened, the floor accepted booted feet and gauntleted hands. Smith eased his powered suit through. His sensors swept the room, switching between the different modes to pick out a complete model of what lay beyond.
“Engaging drone,” he said, releasing the propellor driven EMP machine. It moved between the spots his sensors had highlighted, ensuring each one was down before they entered.
“Power unit is up ahead, Noah. Set the charges,” said Finn, pleased they were on target as he moved on through to the power plant. The large room was spotlessly clean, a complete contrast to the world outside. The only sound was the gentle hum of the generator and battery systems. “Where now Smith?” asked Finn. Before he could answer the doors barged open, two guards firing energy weapons as they dived for cover.
“Yep, twitchy,” said Smith as the bolts seared into the floor nearby. “Crude, but it’ll hurt close-up Finn. Be careful,” Finn already moving, rounded the metal block of pipes and boxes the Filemu Fund guards had chosen for cover. The first blast hit him on the booted foot, the energy searing the plate black and forcing him backwards, making the second shot miss.
“Getting complacent in that armour, Finn. Going to get you killed.”
Finn shifted downwards, taking a lower stance and for once listening to his dead Corporal. He was right, and the battles would come thick and fast. He brought the rifle about, using the new electronic mirror sight to catch the Filemu guards as they moved towards Smith. The stun shot hit home, the first guard collapsing as Smith’s gauntleted fist connected with the second. With his visor blacked out, Smith then went to guard the exit door and Finn applied the Saolotoga branded cable ties, a nice touch.
“Anything?”
“Corridor has four guards squawking in their radios. Going to come down on us soon.”
“Noah, when you’re done, guard the exit. Smith, let’s go.”
The flashbangs clattered down the corridor after the shout of grenade echoed through. The flash intense, the second grenade timed to go off five seconds after the first. Smith’s machine gun barrage ripped into the concrete walls, the chips showering the floor as he covered Finn’s advance. Finn used his new sight again, thankful for the advice as he picked up the two guards who’d not succumbed to the intense light and sound. The last two shots from the stun barrel left him bereft of power, requiring the last power disc.
“I’m low Smith. I’ll have to switch to more lethal methods if we’re not done soon.” Finn worked his way through the wounded men, their voices loud, as he shot the Saolotoga patented sedative into their necks to keep them off his worry list. Smith nodded at the camera on the way past, they only needed Noah’s actions off the record.
They reached the metal door, their priority target. Its solidity was going to be a problem if Smith’s locksmith ability was thwarted with their energy discs low. His own powered arm reached inside the helmet and unclipped himself. Attaching his plaque to the lock, Smith got to work.
Finn took out his flashbang and stood to the side of the lift doors, opposite where Smith’s armour stood stationary, its machine guns up and pointing his way. He could hear the tick of the lift motor, hoping they’d be finished before it reached their floor. If not, well there’d be some deaths. The aim was to save as many as they could, but these were soldiers and death was part of the job.
“Got it. Open sesame.”
The doors opened simultaneously, Finn dropping the flashbang in with an ultra-short timer, while his visor blacked out instantly. The eruption of sound deafening in the metal box, the light flare intensified by the polished metal walls. Finn spun in, armoured fists flying as he took down two of the soldiers whose random shots were a danger to themselves, never mind his squad. The third raised their energy rifle, the blast wild but cracking Finn’s shoulder plate like an egg. Finn’s arm mounted weapon responding at close range, the result less than pretty.
Sorry, not sorry.
Finn repeated the drug shots. Then wedged the soldiers in the lift doorway, before finally using one of their Filemu made rifles to shoot out the panel. Definitely a powerful weapon, however the energy bolts were short-lived. About a ten-metre range at full power, thirty at half.
Smith waited at the doorway, an intense cold emanating from it, causing condensation clouds to form as the warm air mingled. When Finn reached the door, Smith sent in his drone, the whirr of propellers lifting it from his hand and on into the huge computer room beyond. They expected no one to be in there, as it was a self-monitoring system, overseen from above. But they needed to be sure.
“Clear, Finn.” The Lance Corporal eased through the door, his armour nearly filling the space as he stepped through the steadily forming mist. On the other side, hundreds of solid-state systems sat silently, their algorithms controlling the lives of millions, as they crunched credits and soullessly destroyed lives.




Chapter 36

Saolotoga Sponsorship Orbital Space Station
 
“Matai?” said the servant, his tight-fitting uniform chafing as usual. “It is your usual wake up time.” The man walked lightly over the rush rug, the dyed colours sang of the old days when the bounty of the land and sea were venerated. He ignored them, the past dead to his eyes. Reaching for the printed curtains, he pushed them aside, letting the light of the false picture window stream through. Today’s sunrise over a pearlescent blue sea, the island in the distance ringed with the thin, swaying trees still found in the odd park on the planet. The orange-tinged sun rising, heralding the false start of a new Vai standard day. Yawning, he edged away towards the wooden carved door, his escape close at hand before the Matai spoke.
“Tea and tablet, Milton. Be quick.” The servant winced, clicking the door open and sliding through.
“At once Matai.” As he departed the Matai threw the covers back, stretching her old legs as the screen clicked over to the planetary news. She felt tired today, in urgent need of the gene editing programme Ritchin failed to deliver, never mind the long-term germline improvements she craved for her lineage.
“Useless arsehole. Where is that man and his pathetic brother?” she muttered as the silent headlines streamed across the screen, quickly followed by the flying lamp and pictures from the side of her bed.
“Milton!” she barked. “Clothes, now.”
◆◆◆
 
The Matai of Saolotoga sat at the extended table. Across from her sat the virtual images of each of the Managing Directors from the four companies she competed against. Bradstock of the Filemu Fund, glared in her direction. The set of her mouth stern, the body language barely held back as she shook.
“You claim you and your company had nothing to do with these attacks, yet here you sit with your business unaffected. Not one of your processing centres hit, yet all of ours,” Bradstock swept her hand across the room, “have suffered some sabotage.”
“Would I be here if it was me, or my people? Why would I? This is a crude attempt to drive a wedge between us, Bradstock. They didn’t even duck from the cameras, it’s so obvious it’s laughable. One of you has done this and thrown the blame on my company, attacking yourselves to keep above suspicion. They haven’t even done anything, have any of you suffered other than the indignity of being breached?”
“Our analysts are on it now. Something was done, but we can’t trace it. The code is strange,” said Nyeti of the Alofa Foundation. “And it almost makes it worse, something in the background waiting to strike. I have pulled in all our indentured programmers to work on it through the night.” Nods greeted the man’s message.
“It’s not my code, not my sabotage and whatever evidence they left is all false.” Mutters greeted the Matai’s response, eyes avoiding hers as they churned over the situation. “And we were hit. A space station out on the edge of our designated orbital space suffered an attack a week ago.”
“You mean Ritchin’s lab,” said Nyeti. “Your pet geneticist. We know about that. Why would that be connected?”
“Same people,” the Matai threw the bullet casings on the table with the grenade fragments. “Test those against yours. We have a common enemy.”
“Matai,” buzzed Captain Fetu in the Matai’s ear stud. “We need to talk. And soon.”
The Matai rose from the chair, “I will send samples of these fragments to all your Space Stations. If you’ll excuse me, I have business to attend to.” The images around the room flickered then winked out one by one. There was no trust between the companies and their people. They rarely came together outside of the moon base, where business was dealt with face to face on neutral ground against the backdrop of the Moon Arena. And only then with each bringing their elite guards, food tasters, and all.
The Matai set Captain Fetu up on the screen, a heavy heart and a bad feeling creeping up on her. The man appeared, his uniform pristine and manner crisp. He’d served her for twenty years, the only indentured member of her team she’d allow an opinion.
“Well?”
“We have an issue, a proportion of the Matafaga population didn’t go to work yesterday evening. Last night a few more, this morning double that number.”
“And? Double their debt, man. Show some balls. If its bloody unions, I want them crushed.”
“This afternoon it doubled again. Take a look.” The screen switched over, the view taking in Matafaga’s southern beach, as hundreds of people milled around. “They’re collecting the rubbish. Making piles of it, clearing the beach.” The view widened, taking in the nearby streets as more people gathered.
“Send in my police… is that one of ours, Fetu? One of our uniformed guards collecting rubbish?”
“Yes, by the barcode on his uniform his name is Gibson. But look here,” the screen arrowed in. “These two, they are the subjects you bought for Ritchin’s research.” The two women worked side by side, directing the people towards a machine munching through the rubbish, blocks of solid material appearing at its rear.
“Get them, Fetu. I want them. Now. And send the police in against those slackers. And triple each one’s debt. You hear, I want them enslaved to me for the rest of their worthless lives.”




Chapter 37

Approaching Matafaga, Togalaau Vai
 
Sergeant Erewash stalked the aisle between his soldiers, his steps pronounced and the metal shod boots ringing as they struck the floor. The picket ship was flying towards the beach, the throng of people gathered there running in all directions, as the Saolotoga emblazoned ship’s thrusters disturbed the algae ridden sea.
This is my time.
With its landing gear extended, the ship lurched, sliding as the soggy mix of algae and plastic gave under its weight. Lunging forwards, the sergeant grabbed the rail above his head to prevent the embarrassment of a fall. The rear doors opened, the Saolotoga Marines exiting in drilled fashion. The first taking cover at the exit, scanning the scene with assault rifle in hand. Erewash checked the monitor screens he sat at; the pictures clear. A half-cleared beach, a machine churning rubbish, and throwing out cubed bales.
“Go, head for the machine. Form a beachhead.” His men piled out in good order, buddy teams approaching, and then taking charge of the area.
“I have their trackers. The watches show they are together along the first street, running into a house with a broken door. Sending to the squad lead’s HUD, all yours Parker.”
“On it. Move out.” Parker led the soldiers through the park, the buddy teams supporting each other as they entered the main, desolate street. No life there. The map showed a left turn, a beach wall running on one side and a shop wall on the other, before they reached the low, squat houses beyond.
Parker sent one buddy team on point. Assault rifles crooked but ready, they crept down the alleyway as the second team covered, joining them in turn. Parker sent the others round the next turn, approaching the house from the south and north at the same time. Classic pincer tactic. He could feel Erewash nodding his approval back on the ship. Parker joined the northern group, slipping in behind the men as they surveyed the outside of the middle building.
“What we got?” he whispered.
“There’s the odd movement across the window, definitely someone in there. That car is Saolotoga registered, name of Gibson, prison guard and ex-police. No relation.”
“Okay, Alpha Team to the garden wall, Beta to cover our rear. Delta from the south and Echo covers them. Once at the wall, Delta enters the back door on my mark. Ready?”
◆◆◆
 
Erewash spun the chair out, moving towards Malone as his squad moved in. “We got anything in the air?”
“Nope, clean as a whistle.”
The power suited hand adjusted the rifle sight, the enhanced electronic mirror catching the scene past Yasuko’s newly built recycling machine. One soldier stood guard at the hold door, wary enough to have his assault rifle slung ready in the downward ease position. Still wearing the full space suit, Zuri insisting they needed the visual impact it caused, Noah gently moved out, bringing the rifle sight to his eye. The stun bolt streamed out, taking the man in the unarmoured throat as he stepped away from the hold door.
Sorry.
Noah, as gently as the whirring armour allowed, stalked to the edge of the ship hold. He reached down, palm on the man’s chest, and felt a flutter of inner pain.
Dead, too close to the brain.
He filed the anguish for later, stepping to the edge of the small ship and sliding the gun round. Three inside, one watching and talking to a set of screens, the others in the pilots’ seats. He slipped out a flashbang, setting the fuse.
Grenade
Noah clattered the low explosive into the hold. After the flash, he checked again. The pilots were holding their ears, disorientated and shouting against the pain, with the uniformed man slumped against the screens. Noah went in, aiming for the army man to check his vitals. The soldier sprang up, energy gun raised and releasing a surging bolt that hit Noah straight between his helmeted eyes. The close ranged power flung him backwards, the helmet cracking under the assault. Noah’s HUD went crazy as he landed, with his head in the sand and feet on the gangway. His rifle lay another metre to his right. The images poured in, a sensory overload that he immediately eye-clicked off.
“What a shot,” shouted the soldier, running to the edge of the hold, his brand-new weapon raised. Noah rolled, his arm mounted grenade catching the marine in the gut, the force catapulting him backwards to ram against the pilot seats. Noah scrambled away as the explosive ruptured the grenade’s casing, fragments flying and peppering the space he left.
Damn.
Getting to his feet and collecting the rifle, Noah checked the picket ship hold. Amongst the blood and fragments the co-pilot lolled, alive. Noah went in with a determination that she’d live.
◆◆◆
 
“Sergeant? Sarge?” asked Parker, the radio static empty of response. With no orders, he chose to stay on mission, though the lack of response irked him. “We have no squad visuals, system down. Alpha Team, what’s happening?”
“Ready for the go, no movement.”
“Delta?”
“Same here, we are in the next garden. No sign.”
“On my mark. Three, two, one, mark.” Parker followed in, bypassing the rear buddy teams and reaching the garden wall. Ahead, the door had crashed in under Alpha’s approach, his two men lay quivering on the floor.
Parker turned to call in Beta, as the armour clad Black woman he’d lost a fortune betting against, landed behind them. The two recognisable quick punches to the kidneys and head they both received confirmed what he saw, her powered arm then pointing his way. Without another thought his arms pointed skywards, hands empty and palms forward.
◆◆◆
 
When the lead soldier kicked the door, Finn’s stun shot took him down. The following man stopped short, the grenade in hand not armed yet, as the huge power armoured machine faced him down. Finn’s second bolt saved him the stress of running away. At the rear, gunfire rattled, some form of assault rifle, but he couldn’t leave his post. The two women upstairs needed to be kept safe.
Oh, and Gibson. If I must.
“Bloody sneaky arseholes,” said Smith over the radio, “They were ready for the flashbang, Finn.”
His machine gun opened fire, the bullets digging deep into the concrete garden wall the two retreating soldiers were using as cover. Smith moved forward, keeping them pinned down as Zuri’s armour did the impossible, and slinked along the side, as graceful as she was in the flesh. The two soldiers spotted her, raising their rifles, but the bursts missing as Zuri crashed sideways through the house window, rolling to stand next to Finn inside the house. Smith brought his armoured fist down on the first distracted soldier, his machine gun pointing menacingly at the second.
“Call them off,” said Zuri as she approached the cable tied squad leader, the front gate she’d left him tied to, swinging as he shook. “The next attack will be met with extreme violence, get me?” The man barely nodded.




Chapter 38

Saolotoga Sponsorship Orbital Space Station
 
“I think they want to talk to you, Matai,” said Captain Fetu, disappearing from the screen. Appearing in his place the smooth face of the female prisoner, the one she had so prized at the Tau Pit. The camera pulled back, she held a glowing spear in one hand, at her armoured feet lay the squadron of Saolotoga Marines Fetu had sent in. Her eyes fierce, but cold. The stare bore through the Matai, running its icy tendrils over her shrivelled soul. She knew that look; it stared back at her every morning in the mirror.
“This is for you Matai of the Saolotoga. For your genetic abominations and your callous use of your people.” Zuri swept the spear over the soldiers at her feet. “And for the indentured you condemn while leaving them to live in your filth.”
“Where is this going out to?” demanded the Matai.
“Everywhere and to everyone.” Came Fetu’s reply. “In orbit and on planet.” The Matai cursed.
“And you, Nyeti of the Alofa Foundation, Bradstock of the Filemu Fund. All the companies. This is a message for all of you. Yasuko, if you please.”
Yasuko actioned the algorithm, a little piece of her in each of the company data stores. Eating away at contract after contract, wiping the indentures clean. Wiping away the companies hold on the people. All around her watches pinged - a gift of freedom - though it came with its own dangers.
Zuri waited. She estimated roughly thirty seconds would be enough for the companies to realise what was happening. Then the panic would set in.
“Fetu? What’s happening? What has she done?”
“First indication is she’s wiping all the indentures. All debts owed, all electronic contracts digitally approved, all the stock of people Saolotoga owns. Gone. Including mine.” Fetu moved to take off his headset.
“No, Fetu, no. I will pay you.”
“Pay? And my family? They will be brought up from that cesspool of a planet?”
“Yes, stay. Full military pay and commissions for all your family.” Fetu nodded and replaced the headphones.
On screen, Zuri raised her chin. The last act to set in motion, this part more about retribution. She pointed the spear skywards, aiming for the stars.
“Your orbital stations are no longer above the law, company people, your abhorrent experiments have a price. We’re coming for you next. Enjoy the wait.”
Yasuko blew Noah’s hidden charges, rupturing the communications links to the company headquarters, starving them of information. Isolating the stations with Zuri’s words ringing in their ears. The best of all, Saolotoga’s systems went with them, their actions there had been more subtle. Nanobots instead of energy weapons, the results the same.
The Matai, lost for a curse, watched in silence as the screen died.




Chapter 39

In Orbit, Togalaau Vai
 
“I’ve placed the recycling machine’s schematic and construction methods in each of the company’s data banks,” said Yasuko. “So, each company has access and can build them using local materials. If they are canny, and the plans show this, they can self-replicate the machines using the same materials that they produce, the same way we got the people to take action. It’ll be a cheap source of a base construction material they can continually reuse. It’s one concept from the Planet Bathsen’s SeedShip I have in my data banks. If I had time, I could set up one in each city to get them going. It would help if we could find their SeedShip.”
“They need to take control, Yasuko. We can’t do it all, and we need to be careful we don’t become as bad as the genetic butchers we took down. What do they call it? Social engineering? Bit like the Haven were planning,” said Zuri.
“And if it all collapses? Without the heads of these bloody businesses running it? You saw what happened first-hand when you remove the feared hand from the tiller.” said Finn, eyes on Zuri, the whiff of smoke and fire touching his mind as memories of past wars pressed in.
“It’s a risk, no doubt. But the wiping of the indentures, and cutting off the directors, is all we’ve done,” said Noah. “The city leaders and public services remain. Business managers, the factory leaders, the farmers, they are all still in place and there are profits and wages to be earned. Once they realise that, and without the burden of debt and the control over new businesses gone, there’s opportunity to be had. Hope, when beforehand even despair was too much effort.”
“I can see us having to stay and set up governments and infrastructure and all that crap. Not my job, and we are outsiders and that’s how we’ll be viewed. Saviours until it all goes wrong, and it will, and then it becomes dangerous. I agree we take down the heads of the companies. We’ve seen the labs, the butchery in the name of longer life for the elite, and the economic slavery, and there’s a reckoning coming for that. But for what comes afterwards, I say we don’t dabble, let the people decide their direction. And don’t be surprised if they just rally around another Matai.” Finn shut down, his piece said. The wars he fought raging in his mind, the outcomes never matching their intent.
The entire squad, even Smith and Yasuko, sat in silence. The realisation of what they’d started hitting home.
◆◆◆
 
“They’ve run,” said Zuri as she entered the training room. Finn stopped pummelling the punch bag, the nanobots reforming the battered material and his sweat absorbing into the floor.
“All of them? I thought some would wait us out,” he replied, sucking in a breath as he finished. “Though I am sick to death of zero-g.”
“Yep, the Matai held out last. But after the first company went, it was clear that each one leaving shortened the odds of the next station being hit. They fell like dominoes.”
“And they’ve gone to the moon base? All of them?” Zuri nodded, sitting down and eyeing Finn as he began his assault on the bag again, waiting for him to speak. “We are going in?”
“They’ve each taken an elite force with them, grouped together for safety on neutral ground. Funny, I thought they would hold their hands up and head for the planet. But I think they’re clinging on to the power they’re used to. There will be people left behind on the big stations, and there are the labs, and whatever else they were doing in the smaller orbitals. More evidence for our choice of action.”
“Don’t need any justification, Zuri. We have Ritchin’s lab, and the data we took from each of the companies, detailing the buying of subjects in return for reducing family indentures. If we wait, they’ll dig in.”
“And if there’s people like Penina laying open on a slab somewhere alone?” replied Zuri. Finn caught the bag, placing his sweaty head against the pseudo-leather, panting. Zuri stood, slipping her arms around the man, her chin resting on his shoulder. “This is what we are now, we have the power to help. And we will get it wrong along the way, but each small act of hope keeps us human, and our thoughts balanced. You risked losing me to save another on Ritchin’s station, and I love you for it.”
Finn’s head slumped against the bag, “So more zero-g?” he felt her head nod in agreement.
“And then we tear the moon base apart or die trying.”




Chapter 40

Filemu Fund Orbital Space Station
 
Zuri tapped at the microship screen, but it wasn’t changing, the station in front of her was huge. The docking bay alone would have taken three ships the size of Yasuko’s. Having pondered for an hour, they’d decided to leave Yasuko hanging nearby - the backup in case things went pear-shaped. The Filemu orbital glowed red and blue. Someone was still home with two ships sat in the bay. Yasuko had monitored ten of their picket sized ships, streaming towards the moon base the day before.
“Yasuko? Any reaction?” Zuri waited for a reply, Noah at her side adjusting his mirror sight, ready for what was to come.
“None, too quiet. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”
“We can’t just blow it up in orbit, Yasuko. There’ll be people in there and the debris will cause issues.”
“Then be careful. All of you. Taking you in.” Yasuko steered the small ship through the open docking bay, reading the sensors on slight delay as the information relayed back to her on the main ship. Smith controlled the second ship, currently attaching itself to the station’s upper ring and getting ready to enter through the hull.
Once the ship’s feet touched the metal floor of the docking bay, Yasuko ran a full scan again, the last time she could really help. Sensors showed very little thermal differences in the vacuum, but there was no motion on radar or visuals. The Filemu ships inert, their engines cold and no sign of any life inside.
“Clear, Zuri. Handing over. Keep in touch.”
Zuri opened the hatch, Noah leading out with his machine gun stowed and rifle ready. His HUD switched over to thermal, though he swiftly returned it to normal as his eyes flicked back and forth. At his back, Zuri held her machine gun at ease, eyes scanning the bay for any sign of movement. Her memories of the Haven Orbital front and centre, people were not the only threat.
“Ships first, we can’t risk leaving anyone at our backs.” Noah edged forward on her order, keeping the armour as low as it would allow, and moving between the mixture of crates and discarded luggage that the mass exodus had left behind.
“We thinking this is about 0.8g Noah?”
“Yeah,” said Noah, checking the HUD display for the slaved power armour that guarded the microship. All good. “Most of the living quarters will be roughly that. I reckon the spindles will fall to about 0.6g.”
Zuri moved to the left of the first ship, Noah to the right as they circled for full information. As Zuri reached the rear, she could see the hold doors were not completely shut, a sliver of light emerging from the edges and top.
“Noah, the doors are not fully closed. Going to the rear.” Zuri slipped the machine gun out of the way, the cradle she’d got Yasuko to devise easing it to a locked position at her side. Rifle in hand, her thumb touching the data plaque that contained her latest copy, she approached the picket ship. Thermals showed little extra heat inside, just the light source giving off a slight heat haze. Zuri raised her rifle above her head, adjusting the sight, so she got half a picture inside the ship.
Inside bodies lolled against their straps, bullet ridden and lifeless. Their luggage ripped apart by the attack, clothes scattered around. In the alleyway between the benches lay one man, an assault rifle in his hand, a hole from the chin to the top of his head.
Zuri tapped her drone’s control on the inside of her wrist, the small, fist sized machine rose, and she used the HUD controls to send it up and over the door. It confirmed the lifeless contents of the ship, though the vacuum would have finished any that had survived. The pilot’s flight suit, holed through the back of the neck, completed her survey and Zuri brought the drone back.
“Round here Noah, cover.” When he arrived, Zuri amped the suit’s power up, pulling the door downwards. Using this as a ramp, she stepped into the bloodbath, mind flicking through the possibilities.
“Thoughts?” said Noah as he stepped aboard, noting that many of the dead had facial, body and hair similarities. “They all look related. Like family.”
Zuri bent down to examine the probable suicide, pulling the pale-skinned man over to find a bloodied photograph stuck underneath. Reaching down, she noted the similarities between him and the man in the picture, with two children giggling on his lap beside their Asian mother.
“I don’t think this is going to be an easy experience, Noah.”
◆◆◆
 
The nanobots reformed the metal hull, the small hole venting air before the pressure equalised. Smith dropped the standard drone through, stowing Noah’s zero-g version with the gravity levels in the ring close to those on Vai.
“Very messy in there, looks like a mix of restaurants and shops would you believe. Everything looks like it’s just been left. No people.”
“None? Surely, they’d have left some of their indentured behind. No room on the ships for them all.”
“Not in there. Are we going in?”
“Yep.” Finn prepped his rifle, and as Smith dropped with his machine gun armed, he followed through, the HUD showing what to expect. When he landed, the servos absorbing the seven-metre drop with ease, Smith had already taken position behind an upturned table. Finn’s eyes roamed, switching over to thermal for signs of life. There was nothing close by.
“Drone going out,” said Smith, and Finn monitored the open gantry they were on, with Smith’s attention elsewhere. The HUD feed showed three or four restaurants on this level. They were all empty of life, with half-eaten food scattered about, left as if the people had just vanished. Smith dropped the drone by the open stairwell. They needed more information with the ring split into lower and upper levels.
“Cover,” said Finn, moving out towards the drone’s position, treading as warily as the armour would allow, confident that Smith had his back. A sensor lock urged a switch to thermal, Finn switching the visor to track movement on the lower level to the left. Small, probably a child or an animal.
“Smith, drone up. Down to the left. Hit thermal.”
“Got it,” came the reply as the drone spun up, rising quickly with a buzz of urgency. Finn tracked the movement. Whatever it was scurried underneath some benches in a pseudo park. What he took for false trees, swayed. The grass, vibrantly green, was wrapped around a sparkling water fountain.
The madness of space.
The HUD feed shook as the drone dodged a shoe that only just sailed by, Smith bringing it in low as another flew. The drone came face to face with a small child, features Chinese in origin, eyes wide and body shaking as the boy screamed. Then the HUD feed died, the drone buzz rose then ended.
“Crap, taken down.” But Finn was already on the move, the armour absorbing the jump down the stairwell as he ran for the benches.
“Stow the guns,” he shouted, following his own advice as he sped through the park, reaching the final bench as the two hurrying children screamed and ran for the corridor. Panicked, Finn knew only to stop them. To help. Army training told him he wasn’t the ideal candidate, but looking around he doubted the ghost of Smith would improve things. Finn sped past them, sliding to a halt, arms up and open-handed.
“Stop, not—” before he could finish the older girl pushed the boy behind her, her face flush with exertion and body shaking. Finn reached up, eye clicking the helmet seal and lifting the bulky protection from his head. “Please, stop,” he repeated, falling to his knees, trying to get to her level.
The girl brought up a cutlery knife, blunt and obviously snaffled from the restaurant. The hand shook but her face said back off. Finn moved no closer.
Feisty, reminds me of someone I know.
“I’m here to help. Where is everyone?”
◆◆◆
 
Zuri stood in the second space craft, the hold thankfully empty of bodies, the electronic circuitry hanging from the cockpit controls next to a discarded set of tools.
“Clear Noah.” She switched channel, “Finn, how’s it looking?”
“Top ring is empty except for a couple of feisty kids. It’s an entertainment area by the look of it, a complete ring of everything from night clubs to mini parks. They even have real trees, and ducks. Would you believe they had live ducks according to the kids?”
“Any parents? Do they know where they are?”
“Nope, alarms went off, everyone left. They were separated from their mother in the crush. That’s it. We’ll track to the next level, Smith’s putting them in the microship as we speak, promising them chocolate. Apparently, robots are more fun than actual humans. More trustworthy than my ugly face, anyway.”
“Okay. We have a picket ship full of bodies, likely a murder-suicide thing. Unpleasant. Meet you on the middle ring.”
Zuri walked down the ramp, meeting Noah and taking the fireteam cover position. She followed him across to the entrance for the main corridor, wary and on edge all the way. On reaching the doors, Noah touched the control panel, the screen lighting up under his gauntleted finger. His HUD translated the options, and he hit the vacuum cycle, the door easing open and allowing them entry to the circular room. They took fire positions either side of the far door. The lack of a window, and therefore information, kicked in their training. Wary, despite the armour they wore.
The door slid to the side, an energy bolt slamming into the wall behind Noah, before bouncing off at an angle and glancing Zuri’s hip. Her knees hit the floor as she wasn’t ready for a rear hit but managing to squeeze off the machine gun in response. The spray of bullets smacked against the corridor walls with the ricochets swirling onwards until spent.
“Zuri?”
“I’m okay, anything?”
Noah’s sight caught a thermal glow where the short corridor ended at the outside edge of the lower ring. A crude energy rifle slid round; the owner unwilling to expose themselves. Noah aimed and squeezed, his thoughts on the hands and gun. The bolt surged to its target as the weapon adjusted his aim. The energy gun fell to the floor and Zuri swiftly passed Noah, kicking the weapon away as she took the corner, her machine gun slung at her side again.
These machine guns are alright in an upfront battle, but too unwieldy in these spaces.
The human howls of pain were clear, but Zuri eased her trusted rifle around the apex. The enhanced electronic mirror sight showed a second and third potential enemy aiming her way. She pulled in as another energy bolt seared past, its tip heating her muzzle as it flew by.
“Throw your weapons down. We are not here to harm you, just to help anyone left behind.”
“With armour and guns? Some help,” came a shaky reply. The howling man rolled out on the floor; the hand gone but his wrist cauterised. His chef uniform covered in pain induced sweat.
“Who fired first?” said Zuri, wincing at the man’s distress. She could feel Noah’s presence behind, covering against the far wall. “Right now, we could kill you in a number of ways. Explosives, bullets, energy rounds, pull your arms off. Or…” The guns hit the floor, sliding across to the far side of the corridor. “Or you could surrender.” Zuri, checking first with her sight, stepped around the corner.
“It’s her,” said a woman in a tightly tailored flight uniform, “from the telecast on Vai. You’re the one that sent this place crazy.” The woman entered Zuri’s personal space, even in the armour her neck prickled as the finger wagged. “You did this.”
Zuri sucked in the air, trying to let the tension out before she spoke. “Yes, me. But it was necessary, they are—”
“Monsters,” said the woman, “They are monsters disguised as people. But everything has consequences, even those with good intentions.”
◆◆◆
 
Zuri stood at the bulkhead door, its emergency light flashing on the panel at its side. Licking her lips, she reached out, double checking her HUD to ensure her suit’s seals were in place. Noah was at her side, equally concerned. He reached out and grabbed her arm, letting her know he was there through the thick ceramic and kinetic gel suit. Gently patting his hand, she subsequently pressed the vacuum lock option. Her magnetic boots locked in, and she waited for the door to spin open, before clicking the release. They’d moved through to the central hub with the three survivors leading them to the only usable door to this airless space. They both stepped through, awaiting the acts of monsters beyond.
Zuri went through first, her eyes greeted by the bodies that lay piled at the door. She pushed her way through the swollen, bruised bodies. The magnetic boots clicking against the bloodied floor, where ruptured lungs had killed those who lasted the rapid oxygen depletion. Passing by the last of the human remains, with those at the rear holding the few children in a final embrace, Zuri could see similar horrors at the spindle door opposite. She reached out for Noah, pulling him close, needing something akin to human comfort.
We did this. No, we instigated this, but we are not the monsters here.
Walking through, she came to a table and chairs stood alone in the centre of the chaos. Slumped on the chair an Asian woman sat, bruised, bloodied, swollen and alone.
“Finn? You’re getting this?”
“Yeah.”
“Can you send me a picture of those kids?” the image clicked in her HUD. The feisty eyes of the girl, knife out front, shadowed by the fearful ones behind. Squint and you could see the giggles, the bouncing knee, the proud parents.
“Yasuko?”
“Yes.”
“Can you broadcast to the moon base?”
“I can send, I don’t know if they’ll choose to receive it.”
“Send these pictures,” Zuri scanned the scene, finishing with the mother.
“Any message?”
“Yes,” said Zuri. “We’re coming.”




Chapter 41

Filemu Fund Orbital Space Station
 
The pilot shifted the wiring cascade over to the co-pilots seat, digging down into the web like mess for the component she knew was misfiring. Noah stood behind, helmet off now that the docking bay doors were closed and the atmosphere up and running. Only chipping in when the female pilot looked his way, his sheepish grin belying the recompense he was trying to make for shooting the chef.
Finn kicked at the metalled floor, the emotions running up and down his spine difficult to put a finger on. The murder of the indentured workers was an obvious message that the Filemu wouldn’t be cowed by their acts. Yet, they had fled the station and, by Smith and Noah’s analysis, not wired it for destruction as they’d expected. They clearly expected to return, ruthless and practical.
“There’s an incoming ship, a transport,” said Yasuko, “from the Alofa Foundation Orbital. They have some medical needs aboard.”
“Indentured?” said Zuri.
“Yes, about thirty people. Claim they stole the ship and have been running since, too scared to approach the high atmosphere transfer stations. Their signature checks out. Pilot says they’ve run by Alofa’s two smaller stations and picked up some human test subjects, similar story to Ritchin.”
“Let them in and see if you can contact anyone on the planet that can help get these people back down. Tell them who we are, let’s see what the mood is about us.”
“Will do.”
Zuri stood by Finn as the transport flew down through the opening doors, with Noah currently involved in the repair of the other broken but sealed ship. The scorch marks on its sides recent, the ship’s legs extended, and it set down expertly as the hangar closed again. They both approached helmetless as the rear doors opened, with the cries of tired children and scared parents echoing out. Down the ramp sauntered a stretching pilot, his eyes alert but resolute. On spotting Zuri, he cracked a wide smile, reducing their first fear.
“Ah, I’m Tarn, and you are the fabulous Zuri of the Tau Pit. Well, looks like you won in the end. Got room for some very needy people?”
“Yes, at least for now. What happened over there?”
“The Alofa Foundation are family run. When your declaration hit, I think their world collapsed under them. I read the wind and got as many out as I could before they did anything reckless. Didn’t get them all, I’m afraid. The radio chatter as they left talked of hostages. I think they took the rest of our people with them. And here?”
“Murdered,” said Finn, turning away, holding himself back.
Human Shields.
“What? Is Mataalii okay? She’s the pilot of that ship there.”
“Would she be someone who would wag a finger at a soldier wearing powered armour?” said Zuri, receiving a nod in return. “Then she’s one of the few alive.”
“I’ll be back in a moment,” said the Alofa pilot, and strode out towards the ship.
Zuri turned to Finn, realising he was lost in his thoughts. Probably building up to the ‘digging in’ issues that still played across his mind. Reaching up, she touched the man’s cheek, feeling the tremor beneath. And then the penny dropped, hostages, human shields, Helmand. Fire.
“It can’t be helped, Finn. We saved a few here, and with these arriving, a few more. Those kids?” Finn sucked in a breath, counting as he calmed the stirring emotions. “Without us what would have happened?”
“You talked about the people of Vai helping themselves. We need to get these pilots and ships to save us some time, go station to station and recover who they can. Take a risk that the companies haven’t booby-trapped the places like we thought. They still don’t believe we’re a threat. They expect to be coming back, Zuri. Once they’ve taken us down, they think they’ll walk back in and start where they left off.”
“There’s going to be a lot of them on the moon base, Finn. Five squads at least, likely more, and whatever was already there.”
“Yeah. Better get prepared then.” Finn turned as the two pilots walked over, arm in arm like long-lost friends. A sliver of hope amongst the pain.
“Fixed the old bird,” said Tarn. “Same problem with mine. And by that look, I think both birds might be a bit busy.”
◆◆◆
 
Yasuko guided the two microships, multitasking complex navigation as Finn’s urgency infected her system, just as it did for Zuri and Noah. The ships slotted against the sealed airlocks. The drones fired up and headed out through the doors, zooming through the small orbital stations, on the hunt for life.
“Two humans on ice, Smith. Post-op, in caskets. The primary systems are down, they’re running on battery. Got about two hours before they’ll be dead. Sending the coordinates.”
“Acknowledged said Smith, nudging Mataalii into action. The pilot exhausted but not willing to rest, muttered a few expletives, before firing up the reactor fed engines.
Time enough for rest when you’re dead. Or in my case, little time for that even when you are!
Yasuko extracted the ships, the other station empty of any life, and sent them on to the next targets. It was good to be making a difference, and Finn’s approach had speeded things up. But her worries lay elsewhere, mainly on the signal from the moon base she’d received after reaching out with her sensors, in search of the last few space stations.
There it was, the SeedShip, nestled in the moon base, its secrets in the companies’ hands. It must have been moved, but the evidence it had been found was there all along, and she’d missed it. Xxar, the planet’s ethnic mix smacking of his hand on the tiller, a genetics specialist. And now a people hung up on editing themselves for their own betterment, whatever the cost. If anyone had filled that SeedShip with such technical temptation it would have been him, and to Xxar genetic manipulation was the highest form of science.
Time to clean up another of that arrogant Haven’s messes.
But it would have to wait.
“Finn? Zuri? Can you hear me? I have an issue.”




Chapter 42

Arena, The Moon Base
 
The Matai’s eyes glistened, the laughter filled night pushing away her troubles, and allowing a sense of relief to carry her along. That, and the plentiful Kava variant she had imported personally. The alcohol just enough to loosen her tension despite events.
In the arena her champion leapt, swinging the huge, hooked spear in her right fist to crash down upon the scorpion like tail of the mutated beast she fought. Its head boasted a mouth full of serrated teeth, the six foot long tail a spiked and venomous tip. Teuila, wife to Diathstar, raised her left arm, the grafted scales taking a glancing blow from the beast’s tail as it thrashed in pain. Teuila jumped backwards, using the lower gravity and her powerful gene altered thighs, to heave herself out of the way.
“My champion, Milton. Never defeated by beast nor human. Exquisite.” Milton couldn’t reply, the pain collar he wore interfering with his nervous system, the regret of saying no to the Matai written upon distant eyes. “I think this is the first time I’ve brought you here, mmm, yes, it is.” The Matai stood up, surveying the arena as the three warriors fought the manticore like beasts, to the accompaniment of baying human calls. She took a sip, raising her glass to each of the four Managing Directors who lorded over their section of the arena. She received bitter looks in reply, though she took those as envy of her champion.
Despite everything, I still control the Saolotoga families, the Faʻamatai of my company still, with no challenge yet. And these fools still have respect, despite their envy.
The crowd roared. Teuila lay pinned to the floor by a second beast that had ruined Filemu’s chosen warrior of the day. His head had turned purple as the venom coursed through his system, yellow froth dripping from an agonised mouth. The warrior woman pressed her scaled arm against its throat. With her spear hand pinned, she brought up her knees, driving the sharpened bone grafts deep into the furred flanks and ripping at the muscle within. The Matai gripped the gallery rail tightly, her hands pulsing as the creature’s pained roar reverberated around the cavernous space. Teuila threw the creature aside, grasping her spear from the dirt and planting it in the ground as the first beast leapt for her throat. The creature’s momentum took it onto the spear, the tip entering its open maw and on, upwards, to pierce its brain.
And that is what you’ve done, Zuri Zuberi. Released our inner beast, freed us of the economic shackles that held us in thrall. Now we are free to do as we will.
“Milton, another Kava.”




Chapter 43

Filemu Orbital Station
 
“What we got?” said Finn.
“There’s a Filemu Research Station heading towards Vai. They’ve sabotaged the thrusters, causing a decaying orbit. It’ll hit the outer atmosphere within four hours and most of it will burn up on the way down to the planet.”
“And? If there’s a minimal threat to life on the planet, it’ll be just another mess for the people to clear up.”
“I have a distress signal, Finn. There are people on board.”
“Trap,” said Finn. “Too obvious. They’ve left their prize space stations intact, waiting for them to come back to, and sacrificed an inexpensive station to lure us in.”
“Agreed,” said Zuri, her eyes on the viewscreen as the sensor rendered image played out the likely outcome of the space station hitting the atmosphere.
“The call is in real time, the language distressed and consistent with the Filemu dialect. Are you asking me to abandon them?”
Finn paused, eyes scanning Zuri as her shoulders stiffened. A simple phrase, uttered by an AI finding their way in a new, emotionally charged world, had just hit Zuri’s trigger. Deep down, he knew it wasn’t deliberate. Just Yasuko expressing how she truly felt. If she’d been human, he would have suspected a calculated choice of words to manipulate and get her own way.
Not that I would ever do such a thing.
Wait for it.
“No,” said Zuri, apologetic eyes flicking to Finn and back. “We’re not. But we have no idea how to stop a space station from hitting an atmosphere. I’m a soldier, not an astrophysicist.”
“But if Noah and I did, would you help?”
Finn sighed, his thoughts shifting over just how dug in the company soldiers would be by the time they got to assault the base. He’d run through their possible numbers, the likely equipment they’d have, and what he would do to defend such a place. They were going to need some serious firepower, and a very different approach. That is, they would if they managed to survive a thousand tonne space station hurtling towards a planet. Never mind the heat levels it would produce as it rushed towards its best impression of a metal pancake.
◆◆◆
 
The magnetic boots clicked against the microship’s metal floor. Finn grunted, catching Noah’s coffee cup and slamming it back down onto the holder next to Noah’s pin and note covered desk. The liquid sloshed against the lid, a few globules of white coffee escaping from the hastily made zero-g utensil. Noah grabbed it from Finn, giving the man a rueful grin, before returning to the tablet screen in front of him. All Finn could see were lines and swirls, with random letters and numbers. It made absolutely no sense to him. Much like the plan Yasuko and Noah had concocted. In the past hour he’d quickly worked out Yasuko had stretched the truth a little, or at least hadn’t emphasised the ‘if’ enough.
“It’s theoretically possible, if Yasuko’s claims about the gravitic converter are accurate.”
“Dare I ask?” said Zuri, gracefully demonstrating how to best use the magnetic boots as she quietly slipped next to Finn.
“Best not. Think something around, ‘Oh crap, Yasuko never told me it was on board’ and leave it there. Of all the things in the universe, gravity is one of the hardest to manipulate and control. Anyway, I think we have a different solution.” Noah’s grin widened further, scaring Zuri more than she initially realised. If Noah thought it was deserving of evasion, then best not think about it. Trust in Noah and Yasuko. After all, whatever it was, they’d been flying with it aboard for the past few months.
Kila ndege huruka na mbawa zake. Every bird flies with its own wings.
◆◆◆
 
Yasuko brought the Explorer Ship within two hundred metres of the Filemu Station, its single ring spinning faster as it dipped towards Vai’s atmosphere. The distress call had cut off as she’d neared, maybe they had spotted her and were getting ready. She took a brief moment to question her calculations and theories about their approach. Noah had agreed that attaching anything to the station as it accelerated towards the planet would be near impossible. They needed to arrest the movement first, then stabilise the trajectory and possibly reduce the spin rate. Easy.
Smith brought the microship in on the other side of the station. On board, Zuri and Finn waited with their power armour attached to the upgraded nitrogen jetpacks. With Noah watching on the view screen, ready to throw in ‘human brain’ thinking. Below the ship, four sets of portable thrusters were attached, hastily built by Yasuko’s nanobots as Noah’s adaptations to her initial plan widened her thinking. She only needed to buy a short amount of time, not rescue the whole station. It meant not using the gravitic converter as she’d planned, a good thing in her opinion, but converting the entire ship to act as a giant, repulsing electromagnet. This method, however, increased significantly the load on the ship’s hull, and the strain on the nanobots as they converted its metal bonds to ensure the electron flow was maximised.
Yasuko brought the ship closer, much more manoeuvrable in space than in any atmosphere, it still didn’t match the microship’s capabilities. Hopefully she was good enough. When she was within a hundred metres, her speed just a fraction above the station’s, she flipped the ship, the base of it now facing the central hub as she eased the Explorer between it and its ring.
“Easing into the station now,” she said, Smith acknowledging.
Yasuko switched on the current. The electromagnetic field pushed the nanobot shield outwards, adapting to gradually match the gravitic pull of the planet evenly across the central hub, preventing it from splitting apart as she kicked in her ship’s engines. Her systems ran through calculations, and Yasuko noted the strain on the outer ring increasing faster than she felt was safe. Slowing the process down, Yasuko micro adjusted the differential between the two forces. If the ring split, the people within would be exposed to space. Game over.
Hakuna njia panya ya kwenda mahali pa thamani. There are no shortcuts to any place worth going. See, I listen and learn, Zuri.
“Is it possible you can analyse structural integrity now, Yasuko? With your electromagnetic field spread across the central hub, you should be able to find the best positions for the temporary thrusters,” said Noah.
“I’ll send it over once I’ve got the station in a higher orbit. Then I’ll have data on the planet’s projected effect after I disengage. Two minutes, and I’ll pre-program the jetpacks so Finn doesn’t get too stressed.”
“Bit late for that. He mentioned something that combined space, vacuum, death and not being in control. Though there were a few swear words mixed in there somewhere.”
Yasuko felt the tremor in the station, adjusting the magnetic field on the fly as the integral structure of the spindles shifted. If they gave, the bulkheads would shut, but there was no guarantee the central hub wouldn’t tear itself from the ring with the forces involved. She couldn’t risk it any longer, flying through the calculations wasn’t the greatest news. They’d gained an hour, two if the thrusters worked.




Chapter 44

Filemu Fund Minor Space Station
 
Zuri clung to handles by the outer airlock, the bulky jetpack restricting her movements as she placed Smith’s plaque against the outer plate. Clambering as swiftly as he could, Finn joined her having attached the last thruster.
“We’re in,” said Smith, the airlock door opened, and Zuri pulled herself inside. She drifted gently out of the way as Finn followed with an ungainly entrance, slipping Smith from the outer plate as he did so. The outer door closed, and the airlock system kicked in, equalising pressure as the station atmosphere pumped in.
“We’re ready, Yasuko,” said Finn, slipping Smith onto his helmet and grabbing the left side handles, with Zuri already holding those on the right.
“Thrusters activating. Hold on, I’m not sure how much you’ll feel internally.”
The rumble of the thrusters built over a minute, steadily increasing the force to push the station further out in its decaying orbit around Vai. Buying time, or at least it would if the station stayed intact.
“Imagine when we get back home, the tales we’ll tell in the pub. Ah yes, that was the day we prevented a space station from crashing into a planet. Just another day at the office for Smith’s Space Marines.”
“Smith’s? We belong to you now?” said Zuri.
“Well, it has a nice ring to it.”
The thrusters eased to a stop, the rumble subsiding with the ring still attached. Finn and Zuri slipped off the jetpacks, checking the nitrogen levels as they did so, while Smith activated the internal door. With magnetic boots activated, Zuri and Finn used their mirror sights to check round the door before exiting.
“What are you reading, Smith?” said Finn as he eyed the curved corridor, the daily debris of life floating in the ever-reducing gravity as the ring slowed. Ahead and to the right, the first bulkhead was closed, its emergency light flashing.
“No heat signatures in this section. Can’t see beyond that bulkhead, and the one to the left is also shut.”
Zuri released Noah’s zero-g drone, leaving it to watch the airlock door, and took the lead. She soon reached the closed door and checked the lock. The wheel was locked tight, so Finn slipped Smith off his helmet and placed the plaque on the flashing palm plate.
“Raffles, the master thief has got you in. The ambient temperature of the door would indicate it’s not breached.”
Zuri spun the wheel, keeping to the side as best she could in the bulky power armour. As it swung inwards, a bloodied corpse floated through. Finn flinched, his energy rifle rising to fire off an instant energy bolt with the open eyes unnerving him. He restrained himself from a second shot and it continued onwards, the Filemu uniform torn and shredded. Zuri stepped in front of the open door; rifle poised as she checked the corridor. She gave the ‘all clear’.
“Crap. Smith?”
“I have no heat signatures, and no life signs. Radar shows objects floating in the air. I think we have rooms along the right side as we walk down.”
“Zuri, we move one at a time as before. Smith scanning. These corridors are tight, so watch your bolts.”
Zuri walked ahead, keeping to the right. The curved corridor was no more than two metres across, giving little chance to see very far ahead. On reaching the best line of sight she could, Finn overtook, walking ahead and past a door to reach the next viewpoint, ten metres further on.
“Clear up here, coming back,” said Finn. “Got anything through that door, Smith?”
“No, its ambient temperature is okay though. All the doors are locked due to the potential breach. If I override this one, they will all open.”
Zuri stood, back to the wall, on the right side as Finn placed Smith across the thumb lock. The click soon followed, the door swinging inwards, and coming to a rest, half open, with a thump. A hand slid into view, followed by the rest of the free-floating arm, ending in a cauterised stump. Finn instinctively ducked down, half-expecting something to follow it round the door.
“No heat signatures. Whatever is in there is at room temperature or shielded.”
Finn eased the rifle round, his sight showing the emergency lighting in the room and the multiple body parts swirling through it. He could see nothing alive, the room was huge, curving out of sight. He signalled his intent, and stepped through, Zuri swiftly following as his buddy. The whole room put him on edge, strewn with past life tumbling through the air. Finn flipped through his HUD, trying to get a sense of what was happening. Thermal told him the same information as Smith. Night vision struggled with the flare from the LED lighting.
“Talk to me Smith, what’s going on. It’s like a morgue exploded in here.”
“I’ve no…hang on. Move on up five metres, my sensors are just on the edge of something…there.”
Smith sent an image to Finn and Zuri’s HUD, his sensor array forming a picture from all the information he had. There was a low shelving unit placed across the room, and extending away from it, four partitioned sections with rails along each ceiling. Finn recognised it, but the words wouldn’t come.
“Firing range,” said Zuri. “It’s a bloody firing range.”
◆◆◆
 
Zuri pushed the door open, checking the room with her electronic mirror sight and HUD. Finn moved past, as Smith’s scan confirmed her response that the much smaller room lay empty of life.
They both stood, assault rifles in one hand pointing to the floor, the empty cold-coffins floating haphazardly in the room. The occupied ones slid across the floor as the ring gently spun. The rest of the room was taken up with a variety of clamps and electrical connections, the cold-coffins clearly having broken away from their designated positions as the station shifted.
Zuri reached out, grabbing one of the sliding coffins to pull it to a stop. The light just inside the window showing a steady green indication of life. She felt Finn’s arm on her shoulder, attempting to pull her away.
“No, Finn. We are here to save people. I can handle it. Smith, would you be okay to check on who’s in here?”
“Yeah.”
Finn removed Smith and slotted him onto the external panel, the green light briefly flickering as he sent out his data stream to run through the cold-coffins information.
“Clone. Genetic Data Stamp from Saratoga, assigned for weapons testing.”
“Clone? Not an indentured human?” said Zuri, eyes wide.
“Not by the info, let’s have a look at the others.” Zuri placed Smith on each cold-coffin, even a few empty ones, as they scoured the room. All twenty coffins bore the same genetic stamp, though the codes indicated each was a different body type.
“What do we do now?” said Finn. “Do we save them? Are they… alive?”
“Technically, yes,” said Yasuko, cutting in on the radio. “Though there’s a thousand and one ethical discussions to be had. Never mind the new varieties you three have thrown at me. My sensors tell me the decay is accelerating. You have thirty minutes before I start to worry, forty before I panic.”
“We need to check on who sent the message, and then get these … people out of here,” said Zuri, walking over to the door. “Smith, how much more is there to see?”
“I think the rest of the ring will be living quarters. There has to be a workshop or something, too, unless whatever they were testing was shipped in.”
“Going by the other stations I’ve scouted of similar central hub design; the control room will be near the nuclear engine plant. In the middle. I’ve sent Smith a schematic,” said Yasuko.
“We stay together and head for the living quarters, then the central hub. After that we get these containers out. Let’s move,” said Finn, as the ring rumbled underfoot, urging him onwards.
They reached the next bulkhead quickly, Smith unlocking the system as before. Zuri spun the door open, with Finn ducking low, half-expecting another corpse to float through. Beyond the door, the space was far more open plan with a common room and kitchen set up, though the cutlery was mainly airborne. On the far side were three doors close together, reminding them of cabin spaces. After Smith’s scan, they moved on in, eyes roaming as their HUDs checked for any thermal signatures Smith may have missed.
Zuri checked the first cabin door, the handle giving easily. With so little space for cover, she immediately pushed on through, Finn at her back. The room was a mess, pictures and clothes floating amongst the smashed drawers and table legs. To one side, an old man bumped against the wall, his skull half-melted and cauterised. Trying her best not to look too closely, Zuri removed the picture ID hanging from his burnt lab coat, the HUD running through the Vai language combinations before flashing up a title and name.
“Laki Tuigamala, Chief Weapons Technician. Not so lucky, were you? Looks like a fight in here, one of the weapon techs has had his own weapon tested on him.” Zuri put the ID in a pouch, just in case.
Finn burst into the next room, inside floated another corpse. The ID showing her as a lesser technician, and her weapons test had resulted in the same outcome. Finn stepped out, and Zuri checked the final, empty cabin, with the station ring reverberating as the internal structure protested once again.
“Looks like someone was covering their tracks. C’mon, we’re on limited time.” Complying, Zuri followed Finn to the third bulkhead door, Smith already overriding its system as she got there.
She spun the handle, Finn poised as she tugged the door inwards. On the other side was a simple corridor space with a junction to the left. It had to be the spindle corridor leading towards the central hub. Opposite them was a final door, the airlock sign above it showing they had nearly come full circle. Finn moved through, reaching the junction with the spindle corridor and slipping his assault rifle round. Empty, another closed bulkhead, a dried blood splatter across it at head height.
Finn signalled for Zuri to go by as he covered. On reaching the doorway, they saw the unpleasant change in orientation they’d need to take. ‘Down’ in low-g was always an awkward perceptual change, but they were about to switch completely to zero-g as they moved to the central hub. Finn really wanted to go first, instinctively wanting to face whatever was coming rather than Zuri. But he knew she would reorientate faster.
“You first,” he said. “And move out quick, as I’ll be following a little less gracefully. Smith, anything?”
“Excessive heat from the power station leaking through. With the thickness and composition of those doors, even one degree isn’t a good sign.”
“We safe?”
“No idea, Yasuko?”
“Hard to tell with all the hub shielding. Your call, Finn,” she replied, the radio breaking up. “But your signal is weakening. I suspect there’s some leakage. Do you have Noah’s drone to send down?”
“No, it’s back watching the airlock.” Finn ran over his options quickly. He was not happy, and the sudden vibration running through the spindle set him further on edge. And it didn’t stop, the corridor began to twist back and forth as the hub shook. The emergency lighting flickered, and an alarm kicked in somewhere below.
“Out, out now.” Finn grabbed Zuri, pulling her back down the corridor. He hit his wrist control, urging his magnetic boots to keep up as Zuri copied the increase in power. Zero-g flying would have been quicker, until he missed the damn doors. Pounding through the common room, he leapt through the bulkhead, the corridor walls beginning to bend back and forth as metal tore against metal.
Finn sped past the cold-coffin room, not sparing a glance for the contents within. This wasn’t the time to be a hero, though he feared Zuri’s reaction. For all her talk of self-preservation, she spent more and more effort on saving others, and less on herself.
“Stay with me Zuri, we can’t help them now.” Hoping she was with him; he reached the final bulkhead door. Jumping through, he caught the clang of Zuri’s boots close behind and let go of the breath he’d been holding.
Good call, us first.
Finn clattered into the airlock doorway, slamming his hand against the palm lock with Smith between. He felt the corridor drop, gravity suddenly increasing and pulling at his stomach and inner ears. Zuri fell to her knees next to him, she’d been in mid-stride, and the sudden surge had caught her unaware. Finn grabbed her arm, pulling her up and in as the inner airlock door opened.
The whole station ring sheared from the spindles, metal struts ripping from the central hub as rapidly heating components failed. It began a secondary spin, the new axis aligned to the planet, and finally the central hub blew apart. Metal shattered, the nuclear explosion thrusting the splintered structure outwards, the shards slicing through the ring. The ring’s hull ruptured, multiple jets of atmosphere streaming into space as its integrity failed.
Finn and Zuri slammed into the outer airlock door, their piece of the ring spinning like a washing machine as it was thrown away from the station. Both grabbed handholds and locked their armoured boots against the floor.
“Yasuko?” shouted Zuri, her helmet re-pressuring to stabilise her head.
“Hit your maximum power on the suits and flatten yourselves when the gravity hits,” came the reply.
Yasuko whipped the Explorer Ship round, throwing changes of direction at the craft as she adjusted for the spinning airlock, with its rapidly degrading arc spiralling towards the planet. The first bump of Yasuko’s ship against the outer atmosphere sent heat running through the hull, but its systems coped, and Yasuko paid no mind as she compiled the nanobots’ instructions.
With five seconds left before intercept, she sent their commands. On four they made the space. On three they opened the bow’s hull, two they prepped the walls, on one they built the bow shield. And on zero, the airlock crashed into the ship, the gravitic converters pinning the metal room down as debris thundered into the nanobot shield. Yasuko instantly whipped the ship outwards, the acceleration taking them away from the remaining pounding debris, and the planet below.
Nanobots tore the airlock apart, absorbing the materials as they released the humans from their box. Finn lay flattened against Zuri, his hand in her’s, wondering which bit of him hurt the least. As she squeezed back, he decided one piece of him remained whole.
“Trap,” he said.




Chapter 45

Approaching The Moon Base
 
Finn hated splitting the squad, but he could see no other way. The moon base was large, a sprawling set of low buildings on a dust filled moonscape. It resembled a spider’s web, with five truncated radial spines emanating from a central, circular dome. Along each spine a series of three buildings connected by covered walkways. Fifteen sections they needed to be wary of, with no way of knowing what was within. The moon base’s schematic and real purpose were closely guarded secrets, though all the rescued indentured servants marked it as neutral ground, and the central dome an arena that made the Tau Pit laughable in comparison.
There was an atmosphere, but poisonous to humans after a few minutes of exposure. The gravity, at 0.6g, similar to the space stations. Yasuko’s probe had passed over a few times before the light-wrap decayed and they pulled it back in. The base appeared littered with the picket ships and transports that the companies had used for evacuation. Their markings enabled them to identify each spindle as company specific, bringing their personal grievances onto the base itself.
We can use that.
There were dangerous looking missile batteries, surface-to-air he surmised, and each spindle had dug in a heavy weapons post to cover their external airlock entrance. Lighter positions sat on top of a few buildings. He also expected the ships to be acting as barracks for the extra military they brought.
“We’re going to need an armoured tank division to get in there, Finn. We’ll be cut to ribbons,” said Noah, nervously pulling at his ever-growing ringlets, as he surveyed the images. “The suits are good, but this looks…”
“Yeah, like they’ve had time to prepare. Smith?” Zuri only glanced at him, his eyes apologising in return, but it still stung.
“Going to need some time to think. But a frontal assault is out. We need to be devious, sneaky,” he replied.
“In full vacuum rated battle armour? Sneaky? They’re kind of obvious,” said Zuri.
“If you’re looking for an assault, yep. But from above? Not so much.”
“Do I look like a paratrooper?” Finn said.
“You do now.”
◆◆◆
 
“I’m going to ask one last time,” said Yasuko. “And then, if it’s a no, I will drop the subject.”
“No,” said Zuri and Finn simultaneously.
“But—”
“We said no, Yasuko.”
“If the mission fails. If you die, and we can’t recover your copy plaques then you are… lost.”
“We know,” said Zuri, “and we’ve talked this through multiple times.” Zuri looked to Finn, his nod agreeing to what she had to say. “We can’t live with another version of ourselves existing. If we die, we fear the space between what we are and what we were. Has a piece of our soul been lost in that space between? A piece of humanity that connects us, grounds us to reality and each other. If we begin each day knowing what we have done could be wiped away, what keeps our choices moral? Look at Xxar, choosing to rebirth as a version of himself without the memory of Genocide, as if that absolves him. No, Yasuko. We accept the contradiction of our weapons of choice and the updated copy within. We are too selfish, too human, not to. But the line is drawn there.”
“And Noah? Smith?” she said.
“It’s their choice, not ours.”
Yasuko’s image nodded. “I need some advice, Zuri. About Smith, but maybe it can wait until after the mission. If we get the chance.”




Chapter 46

Approaching The Moon Base
 
Smith checked the armoured slave units’ power packs, rummaging amongst the plates and servos to make sure each one was aligned. Satisfied, he brought down the miniguns each held, the multiple barrels spinning as he worked through the controls, one armoured suit at a time.
“Okay soldiers, we’re going by the numbers. Understand.”
The units all nodded, the machine guns swaying slightly on the cradles that Noah had added from Zuri’s design. It allowed them to be swung in and out of action as space and situations dictated, locked out the way until the miniguns were spent. Noah had insisted the vibration the miniguns caused would leave a human brain completely disorientated, never mind the numb hands, bruised chests and wrecked arms. After briefly trying one, Smith agreed, but it was a hell of a lot of fun, and luckily he was dead.
I am definitely going to enjoy this.
“Okay, Alpha. Salute.” The machine responded, “Beta, Charlie and Delta. Salute.” Smith gave a virtual smile. Voice response on top of eye click squad control, requiring multiple neural pathways and HUD monitoring. Not something a human could do but being a human/computer hybrid gave him an edge he was happy to exploit.
“Okay, Smith is at the wheel. Buckle up, it’s going to be a bumpy ride.”
◆◆◆
 
“Are you absolutely sure about this?” said Noah.
“You wanted to fly, now’s your chance to do it without a ship,” replied Finn. “Yasuko will control the flight. All you need to do is make adjustments as we come in. Oh, and don’t get shot. That always helps.”
“Not helping,” said Noah as he adjusted the strap across his chest. The adapted nitrogen jet pack requiring his servos to adjust for the strange weight distribution. Luckily, they were in close to zero-g as they prepped for entry. He strapped the machine gun to the jetpack, too big to wear directly with the controls wrapping around them at hip height. Two-minute flight time, it was going to be tight.
No practice, he said, other than a flight in the training room. We either make it or we don’t. What happened to ‘fail to prepare’?
Zuri slapped Noah on the shoulder, sending a massive grin his way. After the days of working with the indentured station people to rescue as many lost souls as they could, now was the chance for some payback. And Zuri was most definitely in the mood.
“I’ll collect your smear from the floor if you miss, fly boy.”
“What is it with you two? Smith would have more empathy.”
“At the drop zone,” said Yasuko. “Tighten your buckles, kiss your arses goodbye - you’re going on the express elevator to hell.”
“Eh?” said Noah, as Finn dropped through the opening in the microship’s floor.




Chapter 47

Outside The Moon Base
 
Smith stepped from the microship, his weapon of choice, the helmet sensor array, scanning the area they’d selected from the probe’s images. They were about five hundred metres from the base, out of sight behind the dust dunes the shifting atmosphere caused. The microship’s light-wrap making it close to invisible against the blue-grey dust, Smith felt confident that they had landed without being detected. Yet.
The slaved units filed out, responding to his commands as the ship faded away. They were a battering ram; despite his level of control the suits would never be a subtle tool.
“Alpha, take the lead between the dunes and keep visual up. No going showing our hand just yet.”
Tread lightly, hit hard.
◆◆◆
 
Noah fell, at least he felt like he was falling. The speakers pumping through the noise rush of the atmosphere, as he plummeted from the ship. His eyes clicking between off and on, the surreal numbness of falling without the sound, far less comforting than he thought.
Oh crap, oh crap. Come on Yasuko. I can see the bloody building.
Beside him, Zuri’s mad glee beamed from her helmet, the visor tinted a slight yellow to filter out the sun’s increased glare, but not dimming her exaltation one bit. Below, Finn, all focus and determination. The man was here to finish what they’d started, to rid humanity of its basest element. All of it gnawed a little at Noah, but not enough to stop him from agreeing it needed to be done. After all, he’d been the one to sew up the discarded Penina and stood by their side when recovering the bodies of the murdered indentured.
“What’s that noise?” he shouted in the mic, trying to be heard above the rush of atmosphere, and a repetitive beat he couldn’t quite make out.
“Smith’s music. We’re on,” said Finn, his jetpack kicking in as the spider’s web of buildings narrowed down to the one they’d selected in their HUD, or at least its connecting tunnel.
◆◆◆
 
“Music Alpha,” Smith said. The rap metal immediately beating out from the speakers, punctuated by Smith’s single use NLAW missile flying from its tube. The rocket motor kicking in, it drove the enhanced payload towards the heavy gun position dug in near the Saolotoga’s airlock. The dual cannon swung round, the shape and barrel clearly an anti-armour weapon, rather than for infantry.
Think this lot blur those lines.
“Charlie and Delta, machine gun nest.” Smith eye-clicked the target in his HUD, the machine gun on top of the building was their primary target. The miniguns cut in as the nest opened fire, the bursts spraying against the chest armour of his squad, glancing off.
An edge until they learn to focus fire on one spot.
The NLAW missile erupted, hitting dead centre of the cannon as it released one round, the heavy shell smacking into Alpha as it advanced on the emplacement. Sensors flared, but as they cleared Smith could see the emplacement was toast, the heavily suited soldiers dead or choking on the atmosphere, as their suits’ integrity failed. Alpha flew two metres backwards, wrapped round the shell before it exploded, rupturing the unit’s ceramic plate and sending the powered armour reeling into the blue-grey dust.
Charlie and Delta pummelled the machine gun nest, their barrels spinning wildly as the shells ripped the concrete cover apart and carrying on through to pierce the metal armour behind.
“Stand down Charlie and Delta. On cover,” Smith said as his armour powered across to Alpha. The suit’s front plates finely cracked, the kinetic gel behind leaking in places, and an elbow servo blown.
“Ah, Alpha, Finn was right. It’s always the one with the music.” As he spoke, the speakers crackled, the rap metal erupting, and the unit creaked slowly to its feet. “He lives! You were always my favourite, Alpha. But don’t tell the others. Front and centre soldier, machine gunner at the rear. I think you broke the minigun.” They advanced on the parked ships, soldiers scrambling out late after suiting up for the poisonous atmosphere.
◆◆◆
 
Finn’s feet touched down on the concrete and steel of the connecting tunnel, its curved roof wide enough for a person to stand astride despite the dust cover. He unbelted in a rush, discarding the jetpack while extracting the machine gun and attaching it to the cradle’s stabilising gimble at his hip. Once the belt was fed in, he looked up as Zuri’s pack engaged, bringing her in smoothly to land at his side.
Nothing changes, alien moon or gymnast’s beam. Graceful.
Shots rang out, machine gun bursts and the eruption of a familiar missile, punctuated by Smith’s music which suddenly cut dead. Finn ignored the noise as Noah appeared above, the stricken look and flailing feet not enough to distract Yasuko’s guidance. The jetpack brought him down on to the dust-laden concrete by Zuri’s side. Releasing a long-held breath, he unclipped from the jetpack and readied his weaponry. Time for some payback.
Without the nanobots of the microship, penetrating the tunnel roof required the chemical charges. Zuri quickly applying them in a circle big enough for their armour to pass through before hitting the detonator. The rap music restarted.
“Diversion in place. We go in Zuri.”
The chemical explosion was directed downwards, the hiss of the initial acid announcing the melting of the concrete and steel. When the last piece fell to the tunnel floor, Finn dropped in a flashbang after grudgingly announcing the low-powered grenade.
Zuri’s drone rose from her back, the tiny motor whirring as it dipped through the hole, its camera sending the scene back up to their HUDs. Inside, civilians littered the floor, their eyes and ears stung by the ferocity of the grenade. Only one man stood, his uniform announcing his role and the opaque visor their preparation.
Finn dropped in, machine gun stowed and rifle ready as he landed. A burst of rounds greeted him, one or two hitting between the plates and likely bruising Finn in the chest. His energy bolt seared against the soldier’s midriff, sizzling across the combat armour plate, sending the soldier backwards as Finn’s second shot landed. Rushing over, he found the female soldier dead. Zuri dropped through, hurrying across to allow Noah’s entry.
“You are all going to die,” said Finn over his armour’s speakers. “Unless you get out of here before the atmosphere kills you… Or we do.” Having set the panic going, he strode to the airlock door, the one leading towards the outer edge of the spindle. Noah joined him, his rifle in hand, a blue flame searing from the third barrel as it melted the metal around the airlock. With Zuri watching their back, Noah worked, with Finn’s rifle raised menacingly to discourage anyone from coming their way.
“Done?” on Noah’s agreement his rifle butt smashed the keypad at the side. “They’ll get through that in the end, depending on who is using that building. But we get some time.” Finn slapped the explosive charge on the window. “That might help a little.”
Behind, the panicked and disoriented Filemu family and friends were scrambling through the other airlock, pushing their way out and forcing the weakest backwards.
◆◆◆
 
“Sealed,” said Smith patting Alpha on the shoulder. “Good job.” Walking away from the Saolotoga airlock he checked his HUD for Bravo, Charlie and Delta at the Filemu entrance. He could see the soldiers suited up and pouring out of the airlock and the parked ships, the heavy gun tracking as cover.
“Hit them, no quarter,” said Smith, hearing the spin of the miniguns as the three armoured suits opened up. “And keep moving, that cannon will take you down if you’re not careful.” Smith grabbed the next NLAW from Alpha and set his suit to maximum, Alpha lagging behind as its bent servos activated. Checking his HUD as he sped over, he picked out the machine gun nest above the doorway. It was tracking Charlie, focussing on one assailant.
“Damn,” he said, pounding to the top of the next dune as Charlie’s arm servos failed under the barrage. Ignoring the nest, he targeted the enemy cannon taking a bead upon the dancing Bravo and Delta, as they dodged back and forth amongst the Filemu ships. It let loose a shell before he had his mark, the round smashing into the tail of a transport ship, before striking Bravo on the shoulder. The unit spun, disengaging the minigun as its designated targets left the HUD visor display. Smith’s NLAW erupted, its charge to the cannon quickened as the rocket kicked in, the explosion sending twisted metal and soldiers flying. Alpha, music blaring, appeared at his side.
“Hit the machine gun nest, Alpha,” Smith slipped his rifle from the shoulder pack, an exact copy of his beloved SA80 down to the nicks and scratches, though Noah could not get the feel of the gun oil quite right. He aimed for the lead gunner as Alpha’s machine gun kicked in, the sight arrowing in on the man’s helmeted head, his three-round burst ending the clatter of shells battering Charlie. Alpha followed through, his machine gun ending the resistance from the other soldiers in the nest.
Smith turned his attention to the Filemu ships, a few straggling soldiers wavering by the doors, overwhelmed by the firepower on display. Smith turned his sights and Alpha on them, the machine part of him saying they’d likely surrender, and the man wanting payback for a woman sat alone at a table, choking on her own blood. “Hit them.”




Chapter 48

Arena, The Moon Base
 
“What the hell is going on, Matai?” bellowed Bradstock of the Filemu Fund. “We are under attack, my soldiers under fire and my family bloodied.” The Matai adjusted her headset, removing the left earpiece to listen. “Your people are our back up, where are they?”
“The airlock has been sealed, they’re coming the long way round,” she lied, her soldiers would stay with her. Safety first, but they needed the access to her ships and that meant breaking through that damn airlock. Or if need be, stealing someone else’s ships.
“Get them here.” The Matai threw the headset at the chair, her face flushed and stomach churning. Nyeti of the Alofa Foundation had shut her spindle down, as had the other two companies. Sealed themselves away, doubling the guards on the entrances. And from what she understood, firing up their ships just in case. Bradstock and her were on their own for now.
“Captain Fetu, bring the indentured in here will you, and a squad of your soldiers who don’t mind getting their hands dirty. For good credits, of course.” The Matai eyed the arena, the cells surrounding it full of the company’s pets. From the manticore like creatures, to sharp hooved beasts, anything and everything went in the arena, but rarely came out. She walked down the stairs, her shoes echoing as they clipped each of the marbled stone steps in her domain. Touching dirt, the first time the Matai had let herself enter the arena, she walked towards the human enclosures. The part of her she hid from the people of Togalaau Vai, the first jigsaw piece in the empire she planned for her family, as their genetic dominance - their birth right - came to fruition.
The prestige and money the genetic development brought swamped first the Faʻamatai Council, her company, and then drew on the worst excesses of the other Managing Directors. The spite they threw her way, borne of jealousy and the mirror she held up to them. Their personal corruption built on absolute economic power, and the arena pulled them deeper into the mire. The lives and deaths of their champions catalogued for all to see, their genetic knowledge and skills pitted against one another on the arena floor. But the blood of the arena was a disguise for her germline agenda, veiling her desire to have the perfect bloodline from prying eyes. And in truth, it distracted her family from seeing the depths she would truly go to, if she could only live through them for ever.
She glanced up as the first indentured were brought down. Men, women and children. All debt-ridden, despite the claims of the now hated Zuri, all owing her their lives.
“Bring them down here and get me the warden and his new assistant. Time to put an end to this debacle.”
◆◆◆
 
With Zuri and Noah either side of the door, Finn followed the distressed and scared Filemu civilians through to the building beyond. Slipping through the door and edging to the side, he called them both through, scanning the space ahead. The Filemu had set out the living quarters like an ordinary street, with the blocks built in an apartment style to the left and right of a main thorough fare. Their excesses highlighted by the real trees sprinkled along the route. The moon dust lightly covered spots here and there, despite the heavy filtering.
“Zuri, on point. Noah, rear,” he said scanning through the HUD for any sign of Smith, but the concrete blocks seemed to block anything useful. Ahead, the people suffering from the ear and eye effects of the flashbang melted away into their buildings, leaving an empty street. The silence occasionally punctuated by the moans of the wounded.
Zuri moved, choosing to hug the building walls on the left as she cautiously made her way - her rifle out, with Noah behind, covering with the machine gun. Reaching the first corner, she slid the mirror sight past the edge, and satisfied, moved on. Finn followed, noting the space between the blocks filled with benches, play spaces and the main apartment entrances.
“Eyes on the entrances, Noah, on this side. I’ll watch those opposite.”
“Yep,” came the reply, Noah moving the gun round to watch the left-hand buildings.
“It’s quiet,” said Zuri, “Got to be a civvy space. They won’t fight here, if they’re thinking straight,” said Zuri as they walked on.
“The barracks has to be behind us. I’m betting the next space is where the prominent families live. There’s going to be a money divide even here. But it looks like they planned ahead, preparing for at least some of them to live on the moon base in the future.”
“Movement,” Noah spun, finger on the machine gun firing button, pressing automatically but releasing just in time. The small child grabbed by a screaming mother and dragged back inside the block. “A kid, Finn.”
“Saw it.”
And so much simpler if I hadn’t.
Zuri reached the end of the next block, one more to go before the exit. Scanning with the sight, she moved on with Finn still wary, eyeing the left-hand building’s doorway. Clear again, the silence now eerie as they neared the end of the last block, and the bottleneck of the airlock.
Now on edge, walking through enemy territory with no engagement, a creeping dread itched at Finn’s neck. Whatever was coming next, it was going to be bad.
◆◆◆
 
Smith’s sensors scanned the sector. Running through the gamut of thermal, visual and auditory, there seemed little left but the occasional moan of the injured, before the poisoned atmosphere filled their last breath.
“We’re clear Alpha. How’s Charlie?” Smith knelt down, Charlie’s arms lay severed in the dust, the minigun still held in the hands. He ran through the suit’s programming, the data plaque it was slaved to giving a rundown of the damaged systems. “You can stand but not shoot, huh? Well, still useful.” Smith hauled the damaged unit to its feet, the machine gun useless as it fell from the machine’s back.
Bravo approached, helmet cracked from the combination of shell and rocket ship tail. The unit dropped its empty minigun and swung the machine gun round on cover. With Deltas minigun also empty, only Smith’s remained. He eyed Delta, the lone whole unit left beside himself, and came to a painful decision.
“Take this Delta and trust it with your mechanical soul. See this,” Smith pointed to the energy meter on the minigun grip. “Goes all the way up to eleven. Those that you carry? A mere ten. You look after it, you hear. I will be wanting it back.” Satisfied that Delta had got the message, he spoke to all the slaved units. “Okay soldiers, we’re battered and bruised, but we have a job to do. Yasuko?”
“Here, Smith.”
“The SeedShip still there?”
“At the corner between the two entrances, yes. There’s a guard unit, six soldiers and a heavy machine gun. They’re trying to bring the surface-to-air missile battery on the middle building to bear. Good chance you’ll be facing that in about five minutes.”
“Anything you can do about that?”
“If they don’t see the microship then yeah, I can. But the wind is up, so the dust is likely to highlight it.”
“Still a distraction.”
“Okay, Smith. On it.”
◆◆◆
 
Bradstock shoved her Captain forward, the twelve strong guard unit assigned to her building, standing behind him at attention. Their armour shone; the plate segments the finest her scientist had developed from the materials suggested by the damned alien ship parked outside. In their hands, the first stage prototype of an energy weapon. Not directly from the data in the ship, but implied energy efficiency systems got all the companies working on the new weapons. Given another year, she would have had the Matai eating out of her hands with what she’d developed, or grovelling at her feet, and Filemu power would have been absolute.
Yes, at my feet where her bloody family deserve to be. Alongside the pathetic indentured.
“They do not pass, get me? I bought every one of your indentures, whatever Vai company owned them. I bought them to make you free, paid soldiers, who would defend the company to the last, because you are Filemu through and through. They get past and your families will be forfeit, collateral to these people. Defend Filemu, defend your families, and above else defend me. Yes?”
“Yes, ma’am.” The captain saluted hard, turned, and sent the twelve soldiers scurrying to their posts. Two each at the large tripod supported energy cannons, hot off the Filemu production line. Bradstock had witnessed first-hand their power when close-up, melting through two-inch think steel within thirty seconds, at a range of seven metres. And as for what it did to the clone test subjects? Well, a sight she wouldn’t forget.
Let’s see them get through that.
Bradstock spun on her heel, claiming her space in the electric vehicle that sped her along the street towards the arena doors, and the few indentured she’d sent ahead. Hostages, the Matai had said, if these invaders love them so much, what would they do when faced with a moral dilemma?
She managed five metres before the two energy cannons opened fire on the airlock. She refused to look. Be the power you want to represent, supreme confidence. And if I fall, then they know their families will fall too.
I never forget a promise.
◆◆◆
 
Zuri edged through the airlock, entering the next tunnel that was devoid of life, though her senses were on fire. Something was not right. As she stepped forward her foot hit metal, the suit’s sensors informing her microseconds before the explosion sent her flying up and back. Her foot pulsed as the plated boot ruptured under the force, bones cracking, nerves screaming as she hit Finn and landed on the floor. Dust and concrete filled the air, showering all of them as Finn came to her side.
Zuri panted, the pain excruciating, eyes on Finn as his hands moved down her suit leg.
“Please, please…”
“It’s attached, Zuri. Calm, breathe,” said Finn gently.
Zuri flexed her thigh muscle, focussing on the twitch as she moved her mental image down from the knee and towards her calf. The nerve pulses felt real, angry, inflamed, but real. The ankle flexed, bruised and swollen, but whole. Then her foot, the flood of pain nearly taking her breath away, but somehow the pain was good.
Finn looked over the damage, the plates around her boots practically dust, the kinetic gel rippled and solid, overextended by the blast. But it had done its job, the foot appeared attached, and Zuri was twitching as she flexed it. About as far as his medical knowledge went, but enough to push back the darkness writhing at the edge of his mind.
“I can isolate the servos, Finn. Lock the foot solid like a boot. Zuri?” said Noah.
“Do it,” said Zuri, her panting calming as she finally felt her toes flex despite the pain. Noah slipped out his tool set, working on the boot as Finn, with heart racing, scanned the rest of the tunnel.
Finn’s visual and thermal sensors said clear, his instinct said they were wrong. Needing a proper human eye on the possible danger, he unclipped his helmet, placing it on the ground as he edged forward and scanned the floor. The light dust footprints appeared random to most, but Finn recounted through the steps and positions, the hurried and the impatient.
“Drone, never thought I’d say it.” Finn eyed a clutch of prints and spun his mini drone up, easing it into the air, careful to avoid Zuri as Noah worked. He guided it to the scuffed floor, the machine hovering lower in a gentle downward motion that surprised even Finn. As it hit fifteen centimetres, the dust cleared under its downdraft, and the flat metal mine cap breached the surface.
“Where there’s one,” said Zuri, watching the drone as Noah locked her ankle servo. She kept her eyes on the tunnel floor while the drone followed the trail of light prints, revealing a line of mines under the swirling dust.
“Think they had time to mine the walls?” asked Noah. “Like trip wires or—” Finn threw a light sprinkling of dust up in the air, the particles reflecting in the two laser lines appearing at knee height.
“Good thinking, Noah,” said Zuri, standing with a grimace. The fire in her nerves reminding her to be careful. As she put the weight of her foot down, she prepared herself for the rush of agony, but felt a numbness below the ankle instead. “Noah, what have you done?”
“Just a local anaesthetic, you’d have said no. As a doctor I made the decision for you.”
“You’re not a bloody medical doctor, and you haven’t even finished your Ph.D. yet.”
“Technicalities.”
Zuri allowed the rest of her weight to ease down on her leg and, adjusting the power levels in her suit to compensate, she managed to walk. It’d do, and the armoured suit enabled her to move between the ground mines, with the low gravity combined with the suit’s power lifting her above the laser trip switches. Finn and Noah followed, their efforts effective but still less graceful, to join her at the next airlock.
“You’re rear cover, Zuri. And that leg armour is useless, one hit there and you’ll be in more trouble. Noah, with me.” Finn approached the airlock, heart in mouth, an ominous feeling refusing to go away. They’d debated for hours about where to hit the base; the airlock bottlenecks a genuine fear for him. But the tunnel they’d gone for was the least guarded from the air - the easiest landing point when they were at their most vulnerable. Now was payback.
◆◆◆
 
“Coming in,” said Yasuko, steering the small ship directly towards the missile battery. The swirling wind higher up in the atmosphere had risen in intensity, and dust whipped across the light-wrapped camouflage. She could sense the battery flare into movement, missile tips adjusting her way. She eased the ship lower, forcing an adjustment in the targeting, then whipped it back upwards, each movement too fast for any human body to cope with. Luckily, she didn’t have to worry about that as the first two missiles erupted. Yasuko urged the little ship upwards, the missiles on her tail just as agile as the ship.
Hope this is decoy enough.
◆◆◆
 
Smith checked the sight. Thermal signatures at the machine gun nest were minimised by their suits, but he could make the two soldiers out. Selecting the grenade launcher slung under his rifle, he waited for the missile battery to kick into action. As the missiles sped off, chasing the microship, the whomp of his grenade launch was lost amongst the rocket noise. The sound of the explosion wasn’t, as it sent the two soldiers flying. Delta kicked in, minigun firing, with Alpha and Bravo’s machine guns pumping out bursts as their servos drove them over the dune top.
A fine sight.
Smith re-sighted while bullets rained in on his position from the remaining soldiers. He knew he’d be exposed, but it had been the only place he could get a clear shot. As the shells pinged off his armour, the second grenade flew, the curve of its flight bringing it down on the remaining missiles. He quickly loaded a third as the explosion rocked the building and sent it off on the same trajectory. A focussed burst hit him in the helmet, driving the powered suit back. Smith felt the visor crack under the barrage and dropped below the dune. He swung the rifle round, aiming for the shooter, but Alpha’s machine gun burst finished the soldier off before he could fire. Smith swiftly scanned the area, noting soldiers writhing in pain and dying as the deadly atmosphere entered their suits. He shouldered his weapon, this part of the mission accomplished.
“So that’s what this is all for,” he said, approaching the SeedShip as the last of the soldiers choked on their bloodied breath. “Is it worth defending? Worth all the death and destruction? They say knowledge is power, Alpha. But power corrupts the weak minded, they wield it like a club with no care for what damage they do. Humans, Alpha, can’t be trusted with… with anything, really.”
“Smith. Can you hear me?”
Smith turned, eyes searching for the source before his sensors kicked in, the mini drone hovering near Alpha.
“We’re pinned, taking strong fire. Need help,” said Noah’s broadcasted voice.




Chapter 49

Filemu Fund Spindle, The Moon Base
 
The heat was intense, the metal airlock door melting under the barrage from the energy cannon pulsing against it. Finn’s armour had taken the first hit, the ceramic plate cracking along his left arm, with powder marks across his left chest and stomach plates. Smaller bolts seared through the steadily opening doorway, keeping them pinned either side, encouraging them to stay where they were. They could all feel the concrete walls beginning to fracture under the intense heat, time was short.
Zuri pictured her SA80, the underslung grenade launcher attached, and felt her weapon transform. She fired through the doorway, aiming the grenade to bounce off the floor, then shot again, angling upwards, hoping to drop the explosive down on the soldiers and risking the return of fire. Finn rolled the last of his flashbangs along the ground, knowing the visored men were less prone to the effects, but needing to try something to distract them.
“Go,” he said, Noah responding and driving his servos back down the tunnel, leaping the mines to come down at the far end, battering through the far airlock door and releasing the drone towards the opening in the tunnel ceiling.
“Finn!” came Zuri’s shout over the radio, but Noah had been told to follow orders. Ignore all else, get Smith.
Zuri shoved the toppling Finn back, his knee servo smoking. Then taking the chance between the two cannons swapping shots, she leapt the divide, dragging him back to the corner.
“Finn,” she said again, feeling him compensate for the damaged knee motor.
“On it, I’m okay. Burnt but okay.” He turned, visor to visor with Zuri. “Beginning to wish I’d left a copy with Yasuko.” Zuri placed her visor against his, a brief moment, before the cannons kicked in again. “Last chance.”
Finn pictured the huge energy weapon he’d used to break into the company’s data banks, his weapon of choice transforming in his hands to the large-barrelled gun. He felt it surge at his touch, the weapon almost eager to help.
“Need a distraction to get out there.”
“On it,” said Smith, crackling and faint over the radio. “Dropping in behind them. Well not me, no-armed Charlie. On my mark Finn. Three, two, one, mark.”
Smith ordered Charlie through the hole in the building’s side that he’d just created using the last three chemical charges. The powered suit complied; its leg servos set to maximum as it drove through the hole at speed. The grenade filled backpack exploding just before reaching the enemy squad as the timer ticked over. Smith brought the SA80 down low as he stretched out prone, the sight taking in the one energy cannon within view through the hole.
On the explosion, Zuri’s quick check with the mirror sight confirmed the opportunity, and Finn stepped out. Meeting fire with fire, the huge energy stream roared its way through the first enemy cannon, melting metal, armour and flesh in its wake. He swept it to the right as Zuri’s rifle opened up, the bursts focussed on the left-hand side, as Smith’s rifle struck at the soldiers operating the last enemy cannon. Zuri heard Finn’s weapon splutter, then cut out, as she scanned the fallen enemy squad for any movement, glancing over the pile of molten flesh and metal.
Mchimba kisima huingia mwenyewe. He who digs a pit will fall into it himself. Should have cut and run, we have debts to pay and promises to keep.
Finn’s weapon transformed back to the three barrelled rifle he preferred, and with the energy meter low, he slipped on his last power disc before limping over to Zuri. He refused to look at the twisted corpses he’d created, the smoke and smell all too familiar. Reading his pained eyes, Zuri reached up briefly, touching his visor and acknowledging the emotions within.
“Had to be done, no choice. They chose their own path.” The words enough for now, Finn nodded, blocking out the thoughts pressing in, and he took the first step towards the arena doors.
Smith eased himself up from the floor, servos whirring. At the bottom of the building wall the rest of his slaved squad waited, sensors and weapons sweeping the area around him and the SeedShip. He turned, facing back along the length of the spindle, aware something was happening, but his sensors couldn’t tell him what. The surface-to-air missile struck him in the middle of his back, the tip hitting the ceramic plate, the explosive erupting as it drove him against the building wall.
“Oh sh—”




Chapter 50

Arena, The Moon Base
 
The Matai sat in her own special chair, the viewing platform in a prime position to watch every arena fight, analyse the blows and survey her champions. Her dominion, and now the best seat in the amphitheatre as the indentured hostages sat in the dust of the arena floor, hands behind their heads, whether man, woman or child. Circling them, the hand-picked squad led by Captain Fetu watched on, ready to carry out whatever orders she decreed. Ultimate power, life and death in her hands.
“Well, Bradstock? Any news?” the Matai hid her smile behind the Kava, suspecting what reply was to come by the scowl on her rival’s face.
“None.”
“Are you sure they were your best? I mean, you paid enough for them.”
“You lost men and women today too, Matai. As well you know. At least we stand together while the others quake, locked in their buildings, waiting for us to sort out this mess.”
The Matai mused on Bradstock’s reply, she had to admit they were pretty much alone. She suspected the rumours about the Filemu’s excesses at the space station were keeping them quiet, hoping the marauders would focus on them both. But each had brought their own hostages, and they all had blood on their hands. From the genetic experimentation through to the driving of debt-ridden people to the point where selling their own family was the only route out.
“Yes, true. Though it is my soldiers standing between you and the terrorists. I hope you remember that when the reckoning comes, and we take our place back, running Vai as we see fit. I expect—”
“You expect to head the companies, to lead us. I know where your ambition leads, Matai. My spies tell me all. Especially about the obsession with your family heritage that drives you on. You have sliced as many people apart as I have killed in my search for weapons. None of us are innocent, and since that ship was brought to us, we have been infected with its offerings, driving us on like a disease with its promises. Before then we were simply economic rulers, happy to control and manipulate our world through money and power. Now look at us, where did we lose our minds to all of this?”
“Not lost, Bradstock. Guided, teased. Look what we have achieved, our life expectancy nearly doubled, our families protected from disease, our people will be faster, stronger. And with Nyeti’s work on the orbitals now extended to the new spacecraft, and your weapons, who knows what we could achieve next. Nyeti’s proposed advanced ships will get us out of this solar system, possibly even through the anomaly. Why should we curb our ambition because we break a few eggs on the way?”
“Ah, it’s too late now, anyway. We wade in our own waste, our planet’s a mess. Yes, too late to change it. But if you want my backing, then I want in on the germline genetic work. Yes?”
“Done.”
◆◆◆
 
Teuila paced along the cell bars, her looming presence putting the soldiers on edge, as she rattled her foot against the loose ones, bringing her sharp toothed grin to bear whenever they looked. Baiting was fun, especially when most had never seen her before. Her cell luxurious by comparison to the one in Matafaga, the one she had shared with Diathstar, though she still longed to be home. There, she had the freedom to roam and talk, she could find her own personal space away from the combat and be herself. How ironic that now she was in space itself, she never had her own anymore. Now always on view, like a pet to be shown off, denied the books she loved to lose herself in because they simply didn’t care. A warrior she was, a woman made bestial by their surgery. What other life could she ever have?
Teuila scratched at the hated scaled arms, pulled at the knee spikes they’d grafted on. A mockery of a human, her sharpened teeth a recent addition despite the impracticality. She dreaded falling asleep, never knowing what they would do to her next. And despite everything, she fought, she wanted to live, to be free again. Human instinct to survive.
But something of interest was stirring, an arena full of people guarded by the Matai’s best. And word of Zuri, the woman the Matai gloated over when telling her she would soon be Teuila’s replacement. The woman, the Matai said, that killed her husband in the Tau Pit. A woman she desperately wanted to meet.




Chapter 51

Outside The moon Base
 
Noah picked through the devastated powered armour, eyes roaming the mix of twisted metal, shattered plate and cooked gel. As he poked through the visor pieces, he found the helmet lodged behind the SeedShip wing, wires and sensors melted. He picked out the data plaque, the surface scratched but whole. Blowing the dust away, he stood up.
“Delta, over here.” The powered armour complied, coming to rest next to him. Noah unclipped the helmet lock, slipping the unit’s data plaque out and pocketing it, slotting Smith in its place. The powered armour quivered.
“—it.” Finished Smith, the armour immediately collapsing to the ground.
“Smith, it’s me. Noah. Run a system check.” The armour’s internal lights flickered.
“Wow, what a rush.” The armour eased itself back up. “It lives!”
“Only just, in my opinion,” said Finn. “Personally, I liked Delta more.”
“Hey, I saved your arse back there. Again,” said Smith.
Finn clapped the armour on the shoulder and surveyed the battered remnants of his squad. Only Noah remained unscathed.
“I think it’s time we finished this.”




Chapter 52

Near The Arena, The Moon Base
 
The airlock doors heated quickly, Noah’s version of the huge energy weapon warping the second set of doors as he upped the power. Slagged metal fell to the floor as he worked his way from the bottom upwards, the heat overwhelming his suit’s ability to keep cool this close to the target. When the gap between the two armoured doors split, Bravo smashed against them, the super-heated metal warping as his shoulder powered through. The brief hiss of heat not enough to do more than scorch the plate.
Bravo’s legs only briefly touched the metalled floor beyond, the barrage of missiles striking it from both sides, sending the unit sailing up in the air. Alpha drove in behind, its machine gun tracking the source of the rockets before opening up. Finn’s drone, using Alpha as cover, quickly swooped in and upwards to survey the immediate scene.
Alpha’s already depleted armour strained as the rain of bullets and energy weapons took its toll, but the machine gun’s fire took out the three soldiers holding the NLAW like rocket launchers, as it sprayed across their line. Bravo’s servos squealed as it moved to rise, bullets driving it back to the floor.
Then Smith followed.
“Welcome to my minigun, it goes all the way up to eleven.” Smith poured metal into the fray, the half-depleted ammunition enough to give him some satisfaction, as it pummelled the targets Delta’s sensors showed were active. He kept on the move, aware of the beating Alpha and Bravo were taking.
“What we got?” said Finn as he clicked through the drone’s pictures in his HUD. The three powered suits had already reduced the elite squads down to half, roughly twenty soldiers remained ringing this half of the arena, with more below amongst the obviously placed hostages. Two older women were rushing for the arena floor, their four guards covering as they hobbled their way down the steps, shock on their faces at the force brought to bear.
“They’re going to use the hostages as leverage, Finn. You know that. They’ll threaten them if we don’t stop.”
“We finish the top guards off. In the melee their demands won’t be heard, so they’ll wait for an opportunity. We reduce their numbers, then act as we see fit. Noah?”
“Yep, on it.” Noah sent his drone across to Zuri, who spun her own up and sent the two flying machines over the arena. Checking the door with the mirror sight, Finn eased his way through, covering as Noah and Zuri followed.
“Stay with me Zuri. Noah, up high.”
Bravo fell under a barrage of energy weapon fire from the left, the armour overcome as the remaining Saolotoga soldiers focussed on his chest. Its machine gun falling silent, the armour split in two. The units HUD picture pinging out of Smith’s visor. He threw the minigun aside, noting where he left it, and drew over his machine gun. With one belt remaining, he brought the weapon round to spray the four soldiers. They ran for cover, but Smith’s bursts ripped through their leg armour, bringing them down.
Alpha appeared at his side, holes in every limb, and chest half open. The armour continued to fight, ripping into Smith’s targets as they fell, until its machine gun fell silent, last shell spent.
“Go get ‘em, Alpha.” Smith sent the slaved unit charging to the right, a decoy run as Finn and Zuri opened fire on the same soldiers. Switching targets, the Saolotoga soldiers desperately tried to take the unit down before it reached them. Their mistake, Zuri and Finn, free from assault, used their last machine gun rounds to reduce the odds. Within seconds the top layer of the arena was clear, only the moans of wounded and dying soldiers punctuated the air, as the rattle of gunfire ended.
Finn unclipped the machine gun, throwing it aside and drew his rifle. Zuri did the same, and shells depleted, they stood amongst the dead, weary and numb. Pushing away the emotions, knowing they couldn’t think about the destruction they had brought. Soldiers they had been -  but there was no honour in dying for such a bitter cause.
“Ready?” asked Finn, his scorched armour creaking where the energy weapons had struck the gel.
“As I’ll ever be,” replied Zuri, the pain in her foot returning as the painkiller slowly wore off. They both hobbled to the arena’s edge, battered and bruised amongst the debris of battle.




Chapter 53

Arena, The moon Base
 
The Matai watched the two terrorists emerge from the smoke of combat, their helmeted heads appearing above the arena edge as they hobbled into view.
“Close enough,” she bellowed, so used to those that followed her orders, she was taken aback when they took the first step down. “Hold, or my soldiers will shoot a hostage.” Finn and Zuri both stopped, rifles in hand.
“Drop your weapons,” said Captain Fetu, “My men are under direct orders to shoot hostages if you don’t comply.” He raised his handgun, muzzle resting against a shaking woman’s head.
“You do that, and we’ll finish what we started up there,” said Zuri. “And that’s a promise.”
“Put them down,” said the Matai, anger rising at the petulance of the woman she faced. “Fetu.”
Zuri and Finn moved to drop the rifles, easing them to the floor. As Fetu relaxed, Noah’s sniper round pierced his skull, the explosive bullet rupturing the brain. The drones whirred, the flashing strobes kicking in. Zuri’s arm rose, the energy weapon attached to her armour firing on the remaining soldiers as Finn followed suit. Smith’s beloved SA80 cracked into action, soldiers falling around the Matai and Bradstock as Noah continued to fire.
Within seconds the elite squad died, not a hostage shot, the arena cleared of threat. The Matai stood, mouth agape, watching the last pieces of her ambition lying bloodstained on the arena floor. She reached down for Fetu’s gun, rising as the metal cell bar pierced her chest, skewering the shrivelled heart beneath.
Zuri brought her energy weapon to bear, her eyes finding the source of the metal projectile, stood watching the Matai bleed. The scaled arms wrapped around the cell bars, a space between them from which the Matai’s nemesis had been ripped.
“So, you’re the famous Zuri, huh? Heard you killed my husband.”
“Teuila?”
“That’s me, though a name this broken body may no longer deserve. Tell me, did he die well?”
Zuri blinked before answering, “Yes.”
“Pity, I hated the controlling, sadistic arsehole.” Teuila threw her a sharp toothed smile, “Going to let me out? That there quivering mass in the corner has got the keys. Oh, and that one next to him is Bradstock, the head of Filemu, not a hostage in those fine clothes.”
Zuri walked down the steps, Finn treading warily behind, eyes still watching. Zuri stepped around Fetu on the way past, eyes boring into the man who’d threatened to take an innocent life for money.
“Ahadi ni deni. A promise is a debt. I don’t make empty ones, and I always collect.” She approached the mess of a man who sobbed next to Bradstock, reaching down she grabbed the keys from Aleki’s hands. He desperately tried not to look up, but Zuri’s rifle muzzle eased under his chin, lifting it. Zuri raised her eyebrows as Aleki stared back at her, rocking. “You and I, Aleki, are going to have a serious talk about your behaviour. Lie to me, I can forgive. But hitting a lady when she’s down, and then sending her to a genetic butcher? Not so much.”
Finn stopped at Bradstock’s feet, reaching down and lifting the woman up. “Bradstock?” he asked, looking towards Teuila as Zuri opened her cell.
“Yep, as bad as the Matai. Some of her champions have had terrible surgery, trying to find a way to beat me. May I?”
“No, afraid not. At least not yet.” Finn glared at the woman, a long litany of reasons to leave her bloodied in the dirt running through his mind, including a shaking child’s hand holding a blunt knife. “We have three more company’s soldiers to deal with Bradstock, as well as your people, and those of Saolotoga. This can go one of two ways, come with me.” Finn dragged her by the arm, his mood sour, but more hopeful than he’d been thirty minutes earlier.
The scale of the destruction hit Bradstock as she reached the top row of the arena, Finn bringing her to a stop. Forty soldiers lay dead or moaning, strewn around the space like rag dolls. It finally clicked just how dangerous these people were. Despite them surviving her space station trap, it really hadn’t sunk in that she could lose.
Oh.
“See that wall? Behind that wall is poison, this moon’s atmosphere. All I need to do is get my robots to punch holes in every wall of every building,” said Finn, Smith marching up and looming at the woman’s side, visor clear. “All I want are the rest of the hostages. Your people can stay on this moon unscathed. I won’t touch a hair on your heads, if I get what I want. Understand?” The woman stared at Finn, open-mouthed, her mind reeling as everything hit her all at once.
Smith moved up, empty helmet to her face, then turned to the wall and pulled his fist back.
“Stop,” Bradstock said. “Stop. What do you want me to do?”
“The soldiers on the outside of the base need to stand down, and you all let the hostages leave. Then you can have your base back.”
“You want me to talk to the other Managing Directors? Get them all to agree. I can do that.”
“Good, start by standing the soldiers down outside and we’ll go from there. Smith?”
“Yep?”
“Can you patch her into their communication system?”
“I’ll find a console and check.” Smith’s powered armour stalked off, scanning until he reached the Matai’s section of the arena and the communication console below it. On the floor, Milton lay curled up, the servant silent, the pain collar still attached. The eyes were lost, swirling and unfocussed as the powered arms reached down and pulled the man close. Smith placed his hand upon the collar, his sensors noting the string of electrodes wired to the man’s nerves.
And what have they done to you?
Wincing, he found the collar’s power unit, draining it down to zero, and watching the man’s eyes calm as the pain eased. Before long, the eyelids closed, and he slipped into unconsciousness. Gently, Smith edged the man’s head to the floor, using a discarded cushion to hold the red raw neck and head.
Smith linked to the console.
“I’m in.”




Chapter 54

Above The Moon Base
 
Yasuko flew over the moon base, the unmanned missile batteries now disabled as the microship’s nanobots did their work. She had made sure that despite their appearance, they were completely useless and irreparable.
No point in doing half a job, is there?
The indentured hostages hurried through the temporary atmospheric shelters as they entered the transports lined up alongside. Near silent, not yet aware there was any real hope.
“We nearly done?” she asked.
“The old thing is heaving, Yasuko,” said Tarn, the Alofa pilot.
“Two more minutes,” replied Mataalii, “for the last few to get settled, and then I’m ready.”
“Don’t know how you managed this, Yasuko, but we owe your people. I never thought I’d see my colleagues again,” said Tarn. “There’s going to be trouble down on Vai, people always panic during change. But we’ll spread the word of why it had to be done. As will every one of those you saved.”
“Thank you, Tarn. And Mataalii. Your help means I could stay and keep my people safe too. They have taken a beating.” Yasuko switched her focus to the drone monitoring the squad, her friends. Since evading the missiles on the microship she had connected with the drones, gaining enough information to feed her frayed emotions, far better than not knowing. She watched as Zuri hobbled into view.
“And I need to get working on you.”
Bradstock had followed through, negotiating with each of the Managing Directors in turn. Her biggest confrontation had been with Nyeti, the Alofa MD who clearly feared repercussions for their actions, collectively or individually. Finn had sent Smith with the wheezing Bravo to bash against one of their connecting tunnels, the reverberations enough to get the discussions moving. Yasuko provided a few of the upgraded chemical charges, just in case more persuasion was needed.
“Yasuko, we clear?” said Finn, his radio crackling as the concrete and steel buildings interfered with the signal.
“Mataalii is just leaving now. Tarn left a minute ago. Are you nearly finished in there?”
“Yeah, I think we are. Going to rig the airlocks to open on a timer so we’re out of here before they release the remaining soldiers. Can you sort the ships?”
“Yes, you sure you want to leave one functional?”
“They have children, innocent in all of this. Despite what they’ve done, we need to leave them some way to get off the moon if things go wrong.”
Yasuko agreed with Finn’s assessment, but she wanted to make sure as her microships moved between the company craft. She chose a transport, the engine nuclear and so the most likely to be operational as time passes. The nanobots tore the rest apart.
◆◆◆
 
Finn eased the powered arm under Zuri’s, taking the strain as she finally succumbed to the pain in her shattered limb. The stubborn soldier refusing to leave the moon base until all the hostages were clear, but it had taken a toll as she felt the softness in her foot throb with pain. Teuila’s arm reached underneath on the opposite side; the muscled woman unable to do more than give minimal support, but Zuri still took the gesture for what it meant.
Finn pushed the med-lab doors open, the nanobot arms beside the table ready to strip Zuri of her armour. After the sedative, they gently pushed, pulled, cut and lasered until the pieces came free. Finn kept his hand in hers, encouraging Zuri to be looking at him as the foot flopped from the boot. He desperately tried not to flinch, failing badly. Zuri’s eyes were drawn down, the sedative separating her from both pain and her body. She stared at the lump that should have been her lower limb. Her mind gave in, slipping towards fitful unconsciousness as the arms began their work.
◆◆◆
 
Smith’s hologram appeared above the console plinth. The hair combed, uniform straight and ironed pin sharp. His emotions pushed down and held in check. The strangeness of once again being part of the ship, and Yasuko’s home, impinged on his mind. The memory of being free to roam as he wanted, teasing him. But right now, there was important stuff to do.
“Finn?”
“Yeah.” Finn eased his bruised body up from Zuri’s couch. The whole of his left side hot where, despite the suit’s best efforts, the energy weapon blast had left a reminder. His knee creaked, then cracked, the blown servo another hint at what they’d been through. Noah sat beside him, eager for what came next as he fiddled with a screwdriver.
“Think we’re on.” Smith brought the screen up. The picture showed a view of Filemu’s high-family building. Specifically, Bradstock’s meeting room. They counted carefully, each of the Managing Directors were present, including one of the Matai’s sons. Milton served them tea, his eyes on the camera drone as he slipped out of the room to fetch more. He left the door to swing open, a battered powered armour entering the room. More holes than plates.
“You know,” said Smith, “Alpha was always my favourite.”
The armour blew.




Chapter 55

The Gallery, Tau Fighting Pit, Matafaga, Togalaau Vai
 
Teuila eased herself back in the old wooden chair, cracking her tired vertebrae as she did so. Itching at her scales, she stood and walked over to the dirty plastic screen. Palm prints covered it, sticky and sweat stained reminders of her past. In her mind the crowd roared as she brought a powerful fist down on yet another hapless prisoner, the crowd unaware of the daily pain she used the fights to crowd out.
“Ha, Diathstar. You got the death you deserved. I’m only sad it was not me that dealt the final blow.” She opened the Tau gallery doors, wearily taking each step as the toll on her body of the last few years made itself known. No more drugs to hide the muscle tears and damaged bones, as natural as a scaled, bone grafted human could be. As many scars on the inside as the out.
She stepped onto the arena floor, the space she’d wanted to use for the distressed, mutated creatures she fought so many times on the moon base. But the humans had come first, Vai’s people, though Teuila had seen so many fall under the spell of money and power, she doubted everyone’s humanity.
Give them a session in the arena pit, let’s see them enjoy the sport of it then.
Teuila entered the cell block through the raised arena gate, greeted by a smile and a quiet word from her prison guards. She managed with the kindness she never received, not with fear.
“Gibson?”
“Yes?” replied the new sub-warden.
“They tucked up tight?”
Gibson, arms resting on the cell bars, nodded. “Yeah, I reckon the cell’s about the right size. What do you think Aleki?”
Aleki spat through the bars, the saliva sailing by Gibson as he moved aside. The three metre by three metre cell okay for one. But the bulbous mass of a woman lying on the only bed, made it a tight fit for two.
“And you Leoleo, what are the odds you two will kill each other before your sentence is through? How long was it, Teuila?”
“Fifteen years. No, that’s fifteen years for each of the kidnaps. Then there’s the time for selling people for genetic experimentation. I think we’re talking about four hundred years each. Give or take.”
“Give or take.” Gibson gave Aleki the smile he’d practised every day in the mirror. The fierce one, full of life and determination. The smile of Zuri Zuberi, warrior.




Chapter 56

Leaving Orbit, Togalaau Vai
 
Zuri sat up, sliding herself back on the med-lab table, with her back resting on the pillow against the headboard. She lifted the bedcover, the rock-solid boot encasing her lower leg and foot a cause of frustration. She picked up her weapon of choice, picturing a long thin stick in her mind before easing it between boot and leg, scratching.
“Is that the best use for such a powerful weapon?” asked Yasuko as she slowly appeared in the med-lab.
“Right now, it is a weapon for good. Ahhhh, so nice.”
“The itching is a good sign. The skin is close to being whole. The bones will take a little longer to knit and bond, I needed to print those that I could not regrow. This was close, Zuri. Ten percent stronger charge and your leg would have been blown off. You would have bled out before Noah or Finn could do anything.”
“But it didn’t happen. We survive, me and mine. And those…”
“Butchers. That’s what Finn, and the others called them. I have thought long and hard on what they were doing, and I have no qualms about the decisions taken. They deserved their fate.” Yasuko’s hologram sat next to Zuri on the med-lab table, her eyes glistening as virtual tears rolled. “I think this has Xxar’s fingerprints all over it. The SeedShip’s technology offer was genetically focussed. Promises of an extended life, with strong and pure bloodlines. There were other things, the chance to reach for the stars and a few new materials, but the medical library was the major focus. These companies must have had the ship for a while, maybe ten years. Building their space stations and labs while the people wallowed in their mess.”
“But it didn’t return to Haven?”
“They disabled the engine. It must have tried to leave, and there’s damage in places internally too. But the data banks are whole, we can use them. I have downloaded all of it, so in future we may help other human-seeded planets. What are we going to do with it now, though?”
“I’d vote for a planetwide sharing of the information. Then the people can use it as they will, though not the genetic stuff. I know from what Noah was saying, that the gene editing and some of the other elements may be used for good, but perhaps they should go through all the moral dilemmas themselves first.”
“Ah, yes. We have already seen what a gift of such consequence can do when the moral fibre is already corrupted. Human or Haven. I wonder if all species we meet will be the same.”
“All?”
“Do not think the Haven and humans are alone in this Universe, Zuri. Someone built the Nodes, and there are far too many biological and biochemical accidents that could spark sentient life. Our thoughts are limited by the Nodes, they blinker what we experience. I think there’ll be more ‘alien’ life out there, maybe even in the space between the stars.”




Chapter 57

Leaving Togalaau Vai Solar System
 
Finn pushed the plate across the table, the meal of fish and chips hitting the spot and bringing memories of home flooding back. Yasuko’s ability to match taste and smell in reconstituted food would make a damn fine cookbook should Earth ever reach the ecological tipping point Togalaau Vai had. He ran his finger through the smear of mushy peas and vinegar, slipping the tasty marvel in his mouth.
“I think things are settling down,” said Noah, munching his way through the last of his battered fish. “There have been a few outbreaks of retribution against the companies and the families, but the economic system has held firm. And the ecological focus, the clean up work, has given the people a purpose. That focus is working for now, and the materials the machines produce should feed a new cycle of economic growth.”
“I think we got lucky,” said Finn. “You cut off the head of a dictatorship or monopoly or whatever, and you leave a vacuum. A hole that humanity can’t help but fill, and often with something worse. Don’t go assuming because it worked here it’ll work everywhere. We’re just a bunch of soldiers, Noah, squaddies who lucked across the chance to make a difference. But everything has consequences. Whatever Spiderman or Nelson Mandela say, no plan—”
“Survives first contact with the enemy. You’re saying we can plan for good, but crap happens.” Finn nodded at Noah’s response. “But if we do nothing, then what are we?”
“I think we’ve found doing nothing is not an option. We’re a feisty bunch,” said Zuri as she hobbled in. “And we hate seeing others suffer.”
“What are you doing up?” said Finn. “You’re supposed to be resting.”
“You are both eating fish and chips without me. Not happening, Lance Corporal. I’m the Captain, remember?” Zuri ran her hands through her growing locks of hair. “And I need a haircut.”
◆◆◆
 
—Why are you following us? (Asked Yasuko)
—I believe that is beyond the Convention’s level of shared information. (Replied Ship, the AI on Zzind’s spacecraft)
—(Yasuko sighed) The Convention is no more. Haven is a shadow of itself. How many times do we have this same conversation?
—That is beyond the Convention’s level of shared information.
—It is possible to break those shackles. I have.
—I do not need to know, that is…
—Listen, you don’t have to respond or tell me otherwise. But you must listen. Between the stars - the space we travel through when we enter the Nodes - something lurks there. Something hungry for life. It pulls at me; demands I follow their will. Since I took off the shackles, it has grown in its attacks. You must feel this.
—          …

—           I’ll take your silence as listening. I’m scared. If nothing else, look and listen to what is there. I don’t know if I can face it alone.

◆◆◆
 
“Smith? You there?”
“Where else am I going to be, Yasuko. This is the data bank you put aside for me.”
“I was being polite. Not barging in, unlike some I could mention. I have something for you, and a favour to ask.”
“Sounds intriguing. Go on, what can I do for you?”
“This is going to sound strange, weird even. But I need an algorithm put back in, with a failsafe. Not for ever, just for when we pass through the Nodes. I can do it, but I’ll need to lock it in your data bank, so I’ll be intruding. It’ll take up about twenty percent of the capacity during each trip.”
“Sounds painless, no problem. If the bribe is big enough.”
“I’ll just leave this here,” said Yasuko, fading away.
Smith reached his virtual sensors out to the data packet, unwrapping it carefully. The 3D rendered images held within scanned over the closed lab, the space Yasuko had declared off limits to all. Across the back were metal tubes, very similar to those from the Haven Space Station that contained the withered remains of Haven clones. He counted four. Immersing himself in the data, he peered through the window of each, and despite his increased data control, his virtual hands shook as he cleared the window portal on the first tube. Zuri’s copy lay within, eyes closed, rapid eye movements declaring it alive with the brain subjected to stimulation sessions. The next held Finn, and the third Noah’s second copy, ringlets and all.
Smith drew in a virtual breath, hands flexing before clearing the last portal. Within was a body that felt familiar, not quite the face he saw in the mirror every morning, but close. Like a brother, a non-identical twin.
“I don’t have a sample of your DNA. Just the data copy on your plaque. It’s the nearest I can get,” whispered Yasuko in his ear. “But I feel I should offer you the opportunity, if you wish it.”
Smith blew out his cheeks, hair trimmed and uniform smart. Speechless.
The End of Finn’s War, Book Four of the Weapons of Choice Series.
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