
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: Purgatory]


DIVINE INTERVENTION

©2024 JAIME CASTLE

This book is protected under the copyright laws of the United States of America. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser. Any reproduction or unauthorized use of the material or artwork contained herein is prohibited without the express written permission of the authors.

Aethon Books supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact editor@aethonbooks.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Aethon Books

www.aethonbooks.com

Print and eBook formatting, and cover design by Steve Beaulieu.

Published by Aethon Books LLC.

Aethon Books is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead is coincidental.

All rights reserved.


CONTENTS


ALSO IN SERIES
1. MALIK
2. MALIK
3. PREDAXES
4. PREDAXES
5. MALIK
6. MALIK
7. PREDAXES
8. PREDAXES
9. MALIK
10. MALIK
11. MALIK
12. PREDAXES
13. PREDAXES
14. MALIK
15. MALIK
16. MALIK
17. PREDAXES
18. PREDAXES
19. PREDAXES
20. MALIK
21. MALIK
22. MALIK
23. PREDAXES
24. PREDAXES
25. MALIK
Thank you for reading Divine Intervention!
ABOUT THE AUTHOR



ALSO IN SERIES


Purgatory

Divine Intervention

Reclamation


In memory of Tom Peters.

—JC


CHAPTER 1

MALIK



Ifind it kind of funny to look at my life and wonder, “How did I get here?”

I mean, I’m the son of the Lenzaaban Minister of Justice, so things should’ve been pretty good. Posh, even. But maybe that was it—growing up, treated like royalty while people in the Colonies got the serf treatment was like having a permanent itch I couldn’t scratch. I just couldn’t let it go. That led me to a series of events that landed my ass in a Lenzaab prison at the shit-end of space. Instead of choosing the silver spoon, I’d opted for a trigger.

Funny how that works.

Funny… nothing really funny about it, I guess. Stupid, maybe.

I wonder what I would’ve been doing if I’d taken that easy life, instead of sitting in a Zedatross shuttle staring at an assortment of battle ships looming out in what should’ve been empty space.

Months before this moment, I’d infiltrated Purgatory—Prison Station Twelve, the lockup the government thought they’d sent me to. But I’d wanted to be there. I got things ready for a band of rebels to do their thing. PS-12 was the place for the reeducation of political prisoners, so the government isolated it far away from Centridium Space. Not only was it remote, they kept the location a closely guarded secret. But that secret was bigger than any of us had previously imagined. They’d situated it on the other side of a wormhole—one that just so happened to be unstable.

So much for loading up the Resistance by springing all the inmates to fight their jailers.

What started out as a rebel recruitment drive turned into a frantic fight for survival as the wormhole collapsed, with no way for anyone on this side to reopen it.

That’s another thing we took for granted. We trusted so much in all the technology we had at our disposal, it never crossed our esteemed government’s mind to work out a way home should the ethereal miracle of a stable space-fold fail, leaving us stranded.

We thought we had more solutions than problems until about… two point four seconds ago when the space outside of said space-based Prison Station vomited a host of warships through what should’ve been a collapsed wormhole.

“If I made a list of things I didn’t think I would see today…” Benjamin Predaxes, Purgatory’s former warden turned Colony commander, sat next to me in the copilot’s seat, his jaw equally unhinged, drawing in mouthfuls of recycled starship air.

“They with you?” I asked, pretty confident they weren’t.

“I was about to ask you the same thing,” Predaxes grunted.

“Might’ve been a good guess too.” I shook my head. “Not my people.”

The former commander let his fingers fly across the controls, coaxing the sensors into a sweep of what filled our viewscreen. Readings dashed into the forward control displays, and from the look of Predaxes’s head bobbing, they were confirming some of what he already suspected.

“See how the hull just seems to be dull, even in the light of Faebos’s star?” Predaxes pointed out. “If the ship’s sensors are to be believed, then the outer plating is reading back as organic.”

“As in, they’re alive?” I asked.

“Or grown,” the commander agreed.

“So, we make a run for it, right? Get past them and back through the hole?” Task Sergeant Kildane said from the back of the craft.

The man was restrained in an H-harness with his hands and feet bound to the seat. He wasn’t going anywhere. I locked those straps in myself to make sure that thick-headed Lenzaab punk didn’t get his ass—or any other part of him—free of the restraints. He’d helped lead a revolt that almost got a lot of us killed because he killed someone for no better reason than he was angry.

I know, I know. Pretty hypocritical coming from someone who staged his own rebellion. But this was different. We were all down there on Faebos, prisoners in our own right.

“How ’bout you shut your mouth and let us concentrate on doing our jobs so we don’t end up as a collection of space dust when that ship decides it doesn’t like us?” I offered. Switching to the ship’s comms, I asked. “PS-12 Station Control, this is Shuttle Asedo-Falco-Three. You getting anything from these ships?”

“We see what you do, Three,” the officer running station control replied. “No signals or even drive signatures. They just stopped dead in space after exiting the wormhole.”

Behind me, I could hear POS Kildane seething. I knew what he was thinking. Five fires, I was too. We were closer than we’d been in months to finding a way through the hole, and we weren’t taking it. He grunted against the restraints, but it was futile. Not only did I tie them, but Predaxes locked the dude’s Guardsmen armor into place. The whole suit had an exoskeletal strut system that more than doubled the strength of the wearer through an augmented neuro-wire-driven frame. It was pretty impressive, given it was last year’s model. The best part was, for purposes of medical evacuation, the struts locked so an injured trooper could be carried out without causing further harm. In this case, we just didn’t want Kildane getting up and knifing us in the spine to escape.

Yeah, he was that kind of guy.

“PS-12 Control, this is Three,” Predaxes said, reclaiming as much control as he could. “We have a delivery to make. We’re going to adjust course and circle the station with you between us. Care to give us some cover, just in case?”

“Roger, out,” control chirped back.

That was a good thing to hear. Before being stranded, my Resistance-loving friends had done some damage to Purgatory, including knocking out a few of the point defense cannons. If this had been months earlier, it would’ve chilled my blood to the bone to hear of all the PDCs being back online. Now, it was a welcome report. Hovering below the shadows of a small fleet of potentially living ships had my hole clenched.

We angled our own craft—an arrowhead-shaped military transport—away from the miniature fleet, and under the protective blanket of the station’s considerable weaponry. While we didn’t know if the heavy, fully automatic rail guns would even do anything to ships this big, it was more than what we had on board, which was a whole lot of nothing. I would definitely throw a holy roller thank you to the Spirits when we put our feet on the landing pad inside the station.

“Station control has us now,” Predaxes said, resting back into the chair. As if he needed to prove it, he lifted his hands away from the controls.

“You got a plan for when we’re boots on deck?” I asked.

Predaxes huffed. “I was hoping you did.”
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Normally, my favorite part of debarking a shuttle is the down ramp stretch. Taking days to go from Faebos to Purgatory, the muscles needed a bit of a stretch after being confined so long. Not lately. The last times I’d ridden in a shuttle, I arrived in chains or flying through one fight or another.

At the far end of the steam-filled landing bay, a monitor displayed the warships hovering just outside the breach. As if we could forget what was waiting for us outside.

Flanked by a group of manechs—humanoid bots capable of doing serious damage—a Lenzaab guardsman walked in from the shuttle bay exit, rapidly approaching us as we clamored down the ramp with Kildane in tow. She stopped a few meters from us, removing her helmet and saluting Predaxes.

“Commander, I’m sorry we didn’t have time to warn you,” the officer said.

“Not your fault, Lieutenant. We had no warning either,” Predaxes offered. “This my work crew?”

“It is, sir. You also indicated you needed a prisoner detail. I thought we weren’t doing that right now?” It was funny seeing a Lenzaab guardsman shuffling her statement before delivering it, as if the act of them serving the Collective by not oppressing others was somehow alien to her. After conflicting emotions painted their way across her face, she straightened to attention like a good little soldier.

“In some cases, we will still have to segregate someone unwilling to serve in our group’s defense. Task Sergeant Kildane is now inmate Kildane, after siding with a mutiny that resulted in the death of Lieutenant Commander Garza.”

Well, there was no mistaking this emotion crisscrossing the woman’s face. She took a step forward, her fist balling as she moved. Part of me hoped she was gonna pop some knuckles into Kildane’s stupid face. I didn’t get the pleasure. “The commander put in a word for me to get out of the mechanics section and become a guardsman. Got me commissioned through OTS.”

Predaxes wasn’t the only one listening to her fist tightening so hard it caused her glove to creak with every statement, but he was the first one to act on it. “I would love nothing more than to put you two in a cell for five minutes to talk this out, Lieutenant, but as you can see on the monitor over there, we have pressing matters to attend to.”

“Of course, Commander.”

Predaxes spoke again, this time focusing on the manechs. “They don’t have to be gentle, though.”

The lieutenant smiled and motioned to the manech security detail.

The android troopers were dressed exactly like the gray-clad guardsmen working Purgatory Station, though their armor was significantly thicker. Stomping along the heavy deck plating to take up the task sergeant, the duo each grabbed an arm and led him away.

“I am unit Kabos-Four-Oh-Six,” the manech said. “Upon being confined to a detention unit, you will comply with all commands. You will remove all armor and clothing and prepare for a physical wellness inspection. You will…”

The manech’s mechanical voice trailed off as they passed through the open doorway and into the station beyond.

Perp-walking the man from the cargo bay beneath a large designator marked Landing Bay Ring Four, they never broke stride when Kildane shrugged or tugged in an attempt to free an arm from the emotionless pseudo machines looking to detain him. A manech was at least three or four times stronger than a human, meaning that punk was about to get a whole lesson in what he’d been dishing out to all of us on the quick.

Karma’s a bitch.

Bringing us back to the matter at hand, Predaxes directed the lieutenant and her crew. “Please unload all materials and continue repair operations at once. We have Commander Garza’s body with us, so we’ll need to see that he is properly attended to. But that’ll have to wait. Put the station on alert. If there are any prisoners or guardsmen with combat experience, get them suited up and armed to the teeth as soon as possible.”

“Right away, Commander.”

“Commander. Yeah, that. Where are my manners. Lieutenant Julienna Bentras, this is Samea Malik,” Predaxes said with a sweep of his hand.

“Former prisoner Samea Malik,” I corrected, extending a hand to the lieutenant. “I’m sorry for your loss with Commander Garza. I don’t know if it helps, but he died saving a lot of our people down there.”

She glared at me, torn between maintaining her aloofness as an officer or succumbing to emotions at the news one of her mentors had been murdered. There was also the added factor of me being—in her mind—an inmate only minutes ago and clear as it is to see, the Lenzaabs and the Colonials really didn’t get along.

“Thank you, Mr. Malik,” she said robotically. “I have questions about how it all went down, but like the commander said, we have other work to get to.”

Manechs casually strode by, ignoring us in that way a machine who only looked like a man did when it was on task. Within a few short moments, dull-colored cargo containers carried by teams of the androids descended on the deck and waited to be stacked by a second group loading them onto a cargo walker.

Four heavy robotic legs propelled the cargo units forward, then lowered them to the deck to effect more efficient loading of the cargo brought from the planet. It was a symphony. I watched it like a kid fascinated by Zeercoian ants building their nest until I noticed Predaxes and the LT were halfway to the door. Clomping along the deck, I caught up, dropping into the middle of their conversation as we exited the flight bay.

“So, all of that is a very technical way of saying we’re not sure what they’re made of, Commander,” Bentras said. She opened the flight deck doors and gestured us through. “The outer composition isn’t metal. The strange part about it is the radiating heat blooms along the outside of the main craft, and by tightening the focus on the sensors, they look like, well—and I might be crazy to say this, sir—they look like veins.”

“So, at the least,” Predaxes offered, “the big ship’s exterior plating is either constructed by a process unknown to us… or it’s harvested versus fabricated. Do the sensors have any lead on how thick it is or whether it’ll stand up to our weapons?”

“Not sure, sir. The ship is enormous. It could take quite a pounding and give back as much as it takes. We have no way of knowing until we start shooting.”

I was rubbernecking between the two officers when my ancient SIN-Link chimed in my pocket. I was also mildly embarrassed when the two officers eyed me in surprise.

“Was that an actual bell to alert you of a message?” Bentras asked.

“Sorry. I didn’t have time to get to the Lenzaaban Collective repository and collect something more modern.”

The two officers blinked in stereo, a signal they were accessing their SIN-Links through contact lenses connected to their device. Apparently, my ancient link was just doing its thing to let everyone know we’d been tied into a group message. I had to go old school and tap on the screen. Fortunately, I was just new school enough to have an earpiece connected so I could listen in without holding the small tablet up to my ear.

“Lieutenant Bentras, this is Tali Yaltera. Do you have the commander with you?”

Tali Yaltera. There was a name I hadn’t heard in a hot minute. One of the rising stars in the resistance against the Lenzaaban Collective, Tali was a Colonial systems hacker that made breaking into digital networks like watching a master chef ruin all the best foods. One bite, and nothing afterward would ever measure up to the level of her work.

While we had some serious issues with the guards on planet, it seemed the ones remaining on the station understood we all had to work together if we were gonna survive on this side of space.

“The commander is linked into the call, Tali. Continue,” Bentras said.

“I’ve worked the system to give us a better picture of what we’re looking at,” Tali conveyed. “A resonance scan shows us the center of the ship is a sort of mined rock or mineral surrounded by some sort of organic material.”

We entered the tram from the Ring Four Landing Bay, riding upward in a standing position, until we exited the Ring. The compartment then shifted, placing us in seats and strapping us in for a zip across to the Spire.

I’ve been in a lot of stations and prisons over the years, but Purgatory took the cake for the largest. With a central Spine down the middle, kilometers wide, navigating by foot could take hours, possibly days. Add to that several rings whirling around the thing, normally housing thousands, the trams were the only way to reach some areas unless you were keen on spacewalking.

“We’re on our way to CIC. Hold tight,” Predaxes said.

In short order, the tram zipped us through space and into the station’s Spire.

“You have arrived on the Command Deck,” ARA, the ship’s AI, said with annoying gusto.

We offloaded the lift and entered through a set of doors housing a flurry of activity.

Inside the Command Information Center, screens flashed a variety of data across translucent boards. Techs in Lenzaab gray interspersed with people in both civilian and military clothing worked the stations, tapping data boards and sliding information from one to another through flicks and gestures.

A woman with silvery hair, shaved on one side, turned to the incoming team. “Nice to meet you officially, Commander Predaxes. I’m Tali.”

The commander shook her offered hand. “Seems you have this place marching to the same beat. So what do we know about propulsion?”

“I don’t have enough data to suggest one way or another, but based on how they brought the vessel to a stop, I’d say it’s gravitic in nature.”

“As in, gravity?” I asked.

The command team and their pet computer whiz turned to face me as though they were all just realizing I was there.

Tali wagged her finger at me. “You must be the wonder boy we’ve heard so much about. Malik. Nice to meet you. Yeah. We think their manner of propulsion is gravity-based.”

When the good commander and I first met, I’d told him Tali and I didn’t know each other, and it was true. There’s a chance she and I crossed paths back in the Resistance, but apparently, neither of us found it memorable enough to recall. Man, that day in Predaxes’s office when the wormhole opened up to the Five Fires felt like a decade ago.

Garza—Spirits rest his soul, or whatever—had made the comment about how good-looking Ms. Yaltera was, and it wasn’t a lie.

Across the room, a technician raised a hand above his head, waving it back and forth, dragging me out of my brain. “Tali! We got a data-stream broadcast coming in!”

“Is it live?” Tali asked.

“Nope. Single word. Welcome,” the tech answered.

Tali turned to the commander. “Normally, this would be the lieutenant’s call. Seeing as you’re here, Commander Predaxes, how should we proceed?”

Noting the commander turning to me as if I had a say in any of this, I shrugged. “Well, since they showed up here, it’s not a greeting. If I had to guess, I’d say they were asking if they were welcomed to board the station, which I say is a good sign. Raiders or worse would’ve just boarded.”

“What’s worse?” Bentras asked.

I shrugged again. “Conquerors.”


CHAPTER 2

MALIK



Growing up in Centridium Space as the son of a dignitary, I had to attend a lot of functions. There was always some head of state to impress or a messenger to deal with. A large bit of my childhood was wasted learning when and how to look stately.

My father was a master of the craft. Look the part, act the part, even if you’re nowhere near the part. In the military, we called that, “fake it till you make it.”

That’s how I felt while I waited for the delegation from the alien ship to land. My job since arriving at Purgatory has been to act as bait for the Lenzaaban Collective, so I could help the Resistance get out from under their boot. Nowhere in my job description did it say I had to be an ambassador straight out of my father’s playbook.

“Atmosphere has been restored to the bay,” said ARA, the augmented repository algorithm.

As the station’s controlling AI, ARA had tracked the small shuttle that had been dispatched from the largest of the fleet. She simulcast high-resolution video of a section of the flagship opening, which, to me, looked a lot like how a heart valve worked. Overlapping bits of armored hull flapped open, allowing the ship to exit the larger craft and make its way to us. While tracking the vehicle’s progress, ARA had also noted the means of propulsion for the smaller craft matched the earlier readings she’d taken for Tali. The shuttle moved through space along a gravity anomaly.

“Weren’t we just here,” I asked as manechs unloaded the very cargo ships we’d just arrived with before darting off to the Command Center.

“Felt like the safest place with us already having manechs nearby,” Predaxes said, and I couldn’t argue the logic.

Landing in the bay, the ship set down easily on three legs that seemed to melt from its core, and remained buttoned up until—I assume—the atmosphere inside normalized.

We vented the vault-like doors, moving to the rear of the ship—the most likely location for the boarding ramp. Unlike our own Fat Bird, the alien shuttle was sleek, with an almost fishlike appearance. With no visible windows or view ports, the single-layered hull had radiating lines coming off the nose of the craft and tracing along the superstructure to swept back struts at the rear. It’s also interesting to note the color. Lenzaab ships were typically black or gray, so I’d been used to a lot of drab-looking birds since starting this whole ruse to aid the Resistance. The ship before us was sand colored to almost brown, with the radiating lines or seams being a glittering bright blue.

It seriously reminded me of a fat old lasher-fish, like the ones on the Alamar Colonies.

Continuing the contrast, the “mouth” of the craft opened from the bottom like the same lasher-fish, allowing a small contingent of armored men to step from the shuttle. The first of the group tentatively toed the deck plating, testing it with a boot tip and then the entire foot before taking strides to put them across the decking. A motion from the tester waved forward two more of the suit-clad visitors, although these were much taller than the first.

The armor seemed much like ours, environmental, as it covered them from toes to nose with minor variations throughout the design, suggesting more of the organic origin theory the commander had. It was opaque as well, barely casting any shine as the overhead lights allowed us a good look at our guests, who seemed to be more and more alien with each passing second. Long black cloaks wrapped their shoulders—almost like wings or fins, attaching to the upper shoulder straps with what looked like a carapace-covered tendril.

“You ever see anything like this?” Predaxes asked.

“Really?” I quipped. “You just came from a planet of dragon-bat-riding psychics who talk to the wildlife so croco-monsters didn’t eat us. And let’s not forget about the spider-legs. This seems like just another day in the weird.”

“Good point,” the commander huffed.

One stepped forward from the group. The armored envoy was shorter than the others, moving with a grace that indicated the aliens were acclimated to the suits. The two taller followed at a respectable distance, allowing the front-runner to continue to test the limits of our hospitality.

Boy, were they gonna be surprised when they found out they’d just stepped onto a prison.

Two of our manechs strode onto the decking. Five Fires, when did I start thinking about myself as part of the team? The appearance of the bots prompted the rearmost aliens to throw back their cloaks, revealing leg holsters. Their pistols were out in a flash and trained on the incoming androids as though some trust had been breached.

“Hey! Right here!” I shouted, waving my hands.

The first of the tall cloaks whipped his weapon toward me, while the second didn’t falter. The new arrivals were close enough now that it appeared their faceplates were more membrane than hardened glass or plastic. I could barely see the outline of a face with its two amethyst eyes showing brightly from behind the plate. Those eyes were locked on me, waiting to see if my outstretched hands were gonna incite violence or just continue to wave harmlessly in the air.

For their parts, the manechs spun away from our guests, spreading their hands out to the side and turning themselves into giant plus signs. With energized cracks hissing from their hard points, they ejected the weapons locked to their frames and took a knee. The androids had rightly read the room and had judged our new guests were easily spooked.

A shuddering growl escaped the smaller of the visitors, transitioning into harsh clicks that seemed to draw the attention of the other two. They lowered their weapons, reseating them to their holsters and returning their cloaks over their shoulders with barely a flourish. In an instant, they recovered themselves.

The smaller visitor turned on us again, pressing a thumb and forefinger into the helmet where I’d have an ear and the side of my cheek, before giving a harsh rotating push. The membrane peeled away, not unlike the secondary eyelid on a lizard. What came next, none of us would have guessed. Beneath the helmet, a human woman with stunning green eyes stared at us, her brow furrowed in just a hint of worry as she took a second look at the manechs. After bouncing between eyeing us and then the androids, and back again, she fully removed her helmet and thrust it against her hip.

“I am unsure my words,” she said, her voice strong but halting. “This is strange to us. You have, Predaxes.”

We all turned to the commander, like he was the guy in the lift who’d been a little too reckless with lunch and then a little too sharing with those in the elevator. He stepped forward slowly, prepping himself in case what he told them turned into something uncomfortable. Just like the elevator flatulence guy.

The commander patted himself against the chest. “Predaxes.”

In that moment, I wasn’t quite sure what I was seeing. Call it relief, or maybe even hope, but the woman’s face softened as her chin came down and the sides of her mouth came up. When she looked at him again, there was genuine warmth from the woman, who only moments ago, stopped us from shooting at each other with disappointment written on her face.

She mimicked Predaxes’s tapping on the chest, stepping closer to us with a smile that reached across her face. She took hold of the commander’s hand like one did to a religious figure, holding it reverently before she touched it to her forehead.

“Does this make you her king?” I asked from the side of my mouth.

“This, your speak, is old to us” she declared. “I learned some before we come to hole. Do you chair?”

“Ahem,” I coughed. “Commander, I think that’s the equivalent of asking if we’re gonna invite them in.”

“Of course,” Predaxes said. Holding his hands out to the side, he caught the attention of our guests and then motioned to our manechs. “Problem?”

Our guest held her hand to her chest. Along with a consigned expression, she said, “Difficult explain. Chair good.”

Bentras stepped to the group, motioning to the door. “This way please. Are we good to let our manechs off of their knees?”

The delegate tilted her head in that way an animal does to figure if your human bark is something good or bad. She followed Lieutenant Bentras’s gaze to the androids and did her best to affect the perfect “aha” look. Then, nodding, she said, “Sorry. Good.”

I allowed everyone to pass, waiting to let the two guardian types move through before I fell in at the rear of the delegation. There was something strange in how these two moved. The first thing I noticed as I affected my best used ship salesman smile, was to take note of the hands. Instead of the standard structure for the typical human hand, they had three fingers crowning the palm with an opposable thumb on both sides of the limb. While there were still five digits, some force of fate or nature had meddled with the standard design.

As I fell in line with our two manechs trailing behind me, I thought about what a hand like theirs would do for their grip. Great for climbing and gripping, but not so good for punching as the hand had a diminished impact surface compared to the wrist that supported it. I also thought about how many times I’d jammed my own thumb in fights, and well, mine was on the top away from most of the impact. I bet that second thumb got tangled in all sorts of action when these guys decided close and personal violence was due.

Then there was their gait. They didn’t walk smoothly, which led me to believe flat surfaces were not their stock and trade. If I had to guess, I’d peg their step pattern as a very refined simian or similar creature. Something that stood upright, but walking upright was not part and parcel of the Spirits’ design. It was like using the back of an ax as a hammer. It could perform the function well enough, just not as cleanly as the actual tool.

We traveled to a lift, all of us easily fitting inside the cargo-hauling elevator once the manechs were asked to remain on the level. My mind fell back to the lunch guy in an elevator, and I was glad for my beard hiding the smile creeping across my face. We ended our trek in a meeting room, which was probably someplace Predaxes held briefings and meetings for the grays on Ring Four.

Bentras and Predaxes sat down, gesturing for the rest of us to do the same. The delegate sat as bidden, but I joined her two bodyguards at the back of the room, content to stand in the event something was needed from us. After all, I didn’t have a cape and I was still dressed in my prisoner-orange jumpsuit, so it was best to hang in the back of the room with the rest of the hired help.

Our guest removed something from a pouch on her leg, placing it between herself and Predaxes. I felt my stomach tighten a bit, as in my line of work, nondescript boxes placed between people had often ended in a bribe or a bomb. I was hoping it was neither, but I turned to the side, making sure the X-18 Colonial medium pistol holstered to my hip was out of the bodyguard’s line of sight. They were a hair taller than me, and if their bulk in the armor was any indication, I would welcome any advantage should I have to put them down.

The box was wooden and slotted. A shift here and a tug there, the box came open, displaying something I didn’t expect: a small writhing creature about the size of my fist. Tiny tendrils, like wavering spines, bobbed back and forth as whatever it was, waited to do whatever it did.

Either way, I made a concerted effort to hide the fact that my hand rested on my pistol grip.

The woman removed her glove, placing her hand just above the spines. She began speaking what had to be her own language, its character a combination of hard words punctuated by lengthy “shh” sounds.

There was something familiar in it, like going to a Colony that had long stayed away from the Lenzaaban Collective, only to find out the language had drifted into pigeon dialects that barely resembled anything spoken in Centridium Space.

Watching her hand on the spines and her eyes darting back and forth reminded me of times my father had to give speeches prepped and read from a teleprompter.

“That is much better,” the woman said. “Now I can speak to you in something that might help us all understand.”

Predaxes and Bentras looked at each other. The commander leaned forward to point at the spiky animal in the box. “What is that?”

“It’s a transvox-coder,” she explained. She spoke more of her language, the spines tapping across her palm, causing a delay between translating what she said and when she said something we could understand. “It relays to me what you say, and then teaches me how to respond.”

“It teaches you?” Predaxes asked.

“A translator only helps in the moment,” she said after a lengthy pause and counter in her own language. “This can teach two people to understand each other. You teach the transvox-coder the languages and people from both sides can understand, and learn.”

I kept myself still during the interaction, my hand still resting casually on the pistol should the pit in my stomach pan out to something actionable. For their part, the two guards beside me stood as close to the position of attention as their weird posture would allow, their hands folded at the center of their chest. Though they looked relaxed, I could sense they were primed and ready for anything.

While I had no illusions about us holding off a flotilla of battleships from inside a prison, there was something even more unsettling to me about all of this. The ships, the strange genetically-off guards in their homespun armor, and now the translator spiny sponge all spoke of a society alien to ours, except for a nearly human woman armed with the commander’s name.

The woman pulled her hand away from the creature and gestured to the commander. Apparently, it was his turn at the speak and spine. She said words to him in her own language, and the commander’s eyes bugged out when the tiny tendrils tapped into the center of his palm. He jerked his hand away, rubbing his thumb in the center of his palm. I might’ve sprung a bit at this, but when I was sure he wasn’t injured, I returned to my place.

Predaxes studied the skin there, then returned his palm to the creature. The spines resumed their tapping, delivering a message in whatever way it had been trained to do.

That was the scary part for me. Whoever they were, they’d trained an animal the size of a rodent to not only be able to comprehend languages, but also to teach them through some form of stick-to-skin contact. They either had some serious tech under the drab armor and cloaks, or they came from a world where the planet was engineered to be completely symbiotic on a level much higher than even the Olyrii on Faebos.

After a moment, Predaxes stumbled through words that sounded more like hers than his own. He backed up several times to retrace some pronunciation or another, which is when I noted the spines under his hand. With a wrong utterance, the same spine seemed to repeat its previous tapping pattern against his palm.

My blood ran cold as Predaxes and Bentras seemed transfixed by this behavior. Right in front of me, I watched what was probably some creature-induced behavior modification working the commander at the end of the spines. While the act itself seemed miraculous to the two of them, I’d seen my fair share of craziness in my life as a deep-cover agent.

Call me a cynic, but alarms were going off in thunderous serenades as I watched Predaxes speak in a language that wasn’t his.

“How does it work?” Predaxes asked.

More taps and uttered language worked through the spines for the woman to answer. “This is a type of sea creature we adapted to this purpose. It was already doing this with fish in its native habitat. A fish would try to eat it, get stung, and the toxin would adjust the way the fish saw the creature. It would then actively seek to protect it from other predators. We adjusted the creature according to its gifts. Its venom has a nerve conduction velocity so fast, the words and sounds are already affecting your brain before the spine as left your palm.”

Interesting to note here, the woman’s speech had the same kind of halting edits that Predaxes had when she used phrases like nerve conduction velocity. The creature in the box was still teaching her as it had just taught him.

“So I’m being poisoned?” Predaxes asked.

Inserting a pause for listening and translating, and she said, “Its venom has been altered to carry chemical compounds that interact with brain chemistry to adjust speech.”

“But he is being poisoned,” I stated.

Predaxes held up a hand to quiet me. “Interesting.” He looked at his uninjured palm. “Will it allow us both to say enough to find out why you’re here?”

Instead of the sour reaction one might expect from the commander’s equivalent of, what do you want, the woman smiled. In their armor, these people appeared as all spines and severity, and if my ability to read people still held true, this envoy looked relieved to be here, to be sitting with us having a conversation—and she knew the commander’s name.

Seeing the ships arrive through the wormhole, their message, and then this, all seemed like we were putting together a puzzle and still missing several crucial pieces to get the full picture. The ache in my belly telling me something was off meant I probably wasn’t gonna like what the puzzle finally turned out to be.

The woman continued to speak, learning more as the words were transcribed by the tiny creature. “Before we get to that, you know my name, but I have yet to know yours.”

Looking toward me, the commander probably hoped my time across multiple Colonies outside the Collective would yield some insight to what she was saying. We hadn’t heard her name, but she knew his.

You have Predaxes.

“Oh shit,” I said, probably louder than I should have. “Sir, when she first met us in the bay, she wasn’t asking if we had Predaxes. She was making a statement.”

The commander’s eyes narrowed until he made the connection.

“Spirits alive,” he gasped. “What are the odds of that?”

I hate puzzles, I thought as I shook my head.


CHAPTER 3

PREDAXES



Needless to say, the few months since the rebel attack on PS-12 had been more than we bargained for. Seated at the table in my old ready room, across from someone who not only walked into our lives with the most bizarre technology I’ve ever seen, but also claimed to have the same last name as me, felt like the universe was having a joke at my expense.

This was supposed to be a quick trip to the station to drop off much-needed materials mined from the planet to aid in the repair of PS-12 after the Resistance attack. But truth be told, that was only half the reason we’d come, and now with the arrival of the Visitors—as we’d taken to calling them—the other half, the crucial half, would have to wait.

“Well, this has been a lot to take in,” I said. “How about I show you around while we process things?”

My words were translated through the strange creature in the box before me, and the other Predaxes nodded. “That sounds like a good idea.”

I stood and led the group to the fourth Habitat Ring’s nature complex and took a deep breath of the atmosphere inside. In previous days, we would have found prisoners here, basking in the fake sun, but now it was just us and the scent of grass and ryfor trees planted nearby. Honestly, that helped hide some of the more artificial smells that got piped into the open expanse. I gestured to our guests, and I actually enjoyed watching the envoy smiling at seeing the world around her work itself into a reverse horizon in all directions.

PS-12 was a technological marvel. We mockingly called it Purgatory Station, but the truth was, before I found myself stranded somewhere out in the middle of nowhere, I’d loved the place. I envied that smile I wore the first time I’d stepped onto the prison station’s habitat ring and saw a blue sky ending in the stars of space.

The other Predaxes gasped, still holding the now-closed box in her right hand.

My counterpart among the prisoners, Samea Malik, stood a few paces away, that grin he liked to effect when he was working a person out plastered on his face. As a former Special Forces operator, the man always seemed to be five steps ahead of everyone else. When he’d first climbed onto Purgatory, it was a source of endless dread every time I was forced to interact with the man. In this case, I was counting on it, as the strange delegation with us was walking all the right steps to seem forthright and friendly. Between being stranded on this side of the wormhole apart from my wife and children, then the mutiny on Faebos while we tried to survive, and the death of the closest thing I had to a friend out here, Martin Garza, I was already stretched pretty thin. Thankfully, Malik seemed to have no emotional attachment to anything and thus had made some recommendations to speed things along.

First, he suggested I delegate the transfer of materials from the Fat Bird to the station, as well as a reloading operation for parts and crew to return to Faebos with us. While the amazing ore and minerals from the planet would help us work wonders in the repair, the Colonial base on the mining camp had only so many fabricators to produce wires, plating, and more technical parts we didn’t have time to wait for. A good majority of the items were already on Purgatory, which made this trip out here almost essential to keep a good bit of the kit we’d nearly destroyed running. I’d handed Bentras my list and trusted her to work her way through it without spooking the remaining prisoner and guard population over the Visitors.

Malik then stepped in and politely asked our guests if they would consent to using our ship AI translator for purposes of moving about the station, and only resorting to the transvox-coder for times when they were less mobile. At the time, it seemed like a good compromise, but in dealing with Mr. Malik over the last few months, I suspected he wanted more from them by way of the suggestion.

As a former Lenzaaban Marine officer, I’d been on deployments to work beside other services, and been keen to learn from those interactions when they presented themselves. Malik’s asymmetrical thinking combined with what must be ludicrous amounts of experience lent itself to a way of approaching problems that borders on what I’d been starting to recognize as tactically applied common sense. Basically, he saw the thing, learned the thing, and then worked the thing. It was no different from the task resolution trees we’d learned to construct as officers in the Marine Corps, but stripped down to its core to work much faster.

Taking a page from Mr. Malik’s playbook, I thought about what he might learn from suggesting we program their language into ARA, and piping them through communication beads stuffed into our ears. They came prepared with a data board already loaded with their language. That probably told the former Ransacker Scout, Malik, the Visitors were not opposed to technology, but used it in conjunction with the biological tech they’d taken to. Offering the slate and taking an earwig mic also spoke of willingness for compromise to accomplish whatever it was they were here to do.

Malik had suggested running the strange, glass data board through one of the android’s first, and then cutting the manech off from the station’s network in the event there was some form of hostile code embedded into the translation. Unlike our boards, which were a hard carbonized glass set into an operation’s frame, theirs was just a single sheet of hardened glass, or so it appeared. When activated by touch, it functioned almost identically to our own, allowing for a seamless integration with Robar-Eight-Six—our manech.

Instead of wirelessly integrating with the board, Malik ordered the machine to scroll through the contained database, which it could do in a fraction of the time we could. On our walk through the station to the habitat ring, Eight-Six had already absorbed the language and had begun acting as a translator hub. One side would talk and the android would pipe the translation to the other side, and wait for the receiver to do the same going the other way. While it wasn’t perfect, it kept us from slapping our hand onto venomous spines.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” I asked.

The envoy nodded, not bothering to hide the wonder on her face. “Beautiful isn’t the word. From the outside, your station is cold and lifeless, but it is just a cradle to contain all this life. It is… wondrous.”

“Won-mer-cou,” Malik said, trying to pick up the Visitor’s language in a hushed tone, although it was loud enough for the envoy to turn and regard him.

“That is very good, sir,” she offered. “Except the front of the word comes more from the bottom of the lip.”

“Von-mer-cou,” Malik adjusted.

“Yes. Are you not using the translator the commander so generously offered us?” she asked.

“I am,” Malik said, the mischief already forming around his eyes.

Five bloody Fires. He was already working this, I thought.

Bringing the conversation back to the Hab, I gestured for the group to follow me to the ryfor trees. The grove had just started to bloom, producing amazing, vibrant flowers and sunset-colored fruit. The piped-in atmosphere had just entered the part of the algorithm where it drifted along the tops of the trees in a breeze, the programming simulating natural weather effects. We stepped next to the tree trunk and I plucked a fruit from the branch and offered it to her.

“Do you have places like this on your ship?” I asked.

Malik stepped close enough to stand between us, his hand extended just enough to hold my action without spooking her guards. “I would caution giving anything to the… envoy… ambassador…” He turned to address the other Predaxes. “Or whatever you are—at least until we get a better read on who you are and where you come from.”

I began to protest, but Malik clarified his statement.

“She could have different dietary needs than ours and the last thing we want to do is poison them.”

Wow. The kid continued to prove his value.

I nodded. “Smart thinking, Mr. Malik.”

The woman half turned, touching the fabric of Malik’s sleeve. “I notice you are not dressed in the customary military uniform of the rest of your people. Does this mark you as an advisor?”

“No, ma’am,” Malik offered. “I do have experience in Colonial affairs, though. So, I’ve seen stuff like this before.”

“Ah,” the envoy said with interest. “You see, you and I share most racial features, why would you consider this?”

“Well,” Malik started, “let’s take the transvox-coder thing you had in your pocket. It doesn’t seem to bother you at all, but our commander here has been rubbing his palm since we left his ready room. Look…” He reached forward and lifted my hand as if to show us all. “The toxin that transmits the information is giving him a rash. Doesn’t look like much, but it could be that long-term exposure to such things might have altered you a bit. Then there’s the matter of your silent friends back there. They haven’t come out of their armor yet. I would advise caution, just to keep things friendly.”

I hadn’t even noticed I’d been rubbing my palm. Spirits, the man could’ve given me a heads-up. There, at the back half of my hand, beneath my last two fingers was a region of red flesh. There were no blisters or anything virulent, but there it was.

“A minor irritation to first-timers,” the envoy’s translation issued through the earwigs. “It will resolve itself within the hour. It happens to us as well.”

“Good to know,” I said, trying to keep from absently rubbing my palm.

She took the fruit and tasted it. If she faked her reaction, she was one fine actress. Her eyes widened in surprise, prompting her to dive in for another bite. “Are these rationed? May I offer some to my detail?”

Taking another page out of Malik’s playbook, I noted this was the first time she’d mentioned the people she’d brought with her. She motioned for her twin guards to remove their helmets, then gestured them over. They seemed interested, but cautious.

Once their lids came off, we were treated to another surprise courtesy of our guests.

The guards’ skin was ashy, much like our manechs—but more ruddy in tone. Almost earthen. Compared to our faces, their noses and ears were small, making it seem they’d been stuck to the face as an afterthought. Strong, pronounced jawlines and angled features seemed to indicate one was a male and the other female. Across their foreheads was a symbol I didn’t recognize, and script running down the length of their face bisected the left eye down to the jaw. Those symbols I did recognize. Numbers. Our numbers.

“Culma fruit,” I offered as the guards took a taste. Their heads snapped back in pleasant surprise to stare at each other before finishing the culma in a single go. They each nodded to us, then returned to their helmets.

Malik was at it again almost immediately before their seals had even locked into place. “If I’m reading that right, the numbers down their faces are a serial number and unit assignment.”

“We call it an identity code, but you are correct, sir,” the envoy said.

And right there was about when I was done with our little feeling-out process. I’d followed all the little protocols my wife used to beat me up over. Invite your guests in, give them someplace comfy to kick their feet up and offer refreshment.

Now, she would’ve said something about small talk. I gave her one final word. “So you said your name is Predaxes. What can you tell us about⁠—”

Our regular comms beads lit up like a Faebos morning sunrise. Just when we were about to get some answers.

“Commander Predaxes, this is Lieutenant Bentras. Sir, one of the cargo containers you brought back suffered a complication. I can fill you in along the way, but I would extract the Visitors and have them return to their ship. It’s not safe here.”

I stepped away, hoping I wasn’t throwing a rude gang sign in their culture when I flashed what I hoped was the universal sign for “hold on a minute.” Accessing my SIN-Link, I brought Bentras’s holo into my field of view through my interactive contact lenses. “Define the complication.”

“Some sort of animal,” Bentras said hesitantly. “Sprang from the container when we opened it. It mauled a manech, sir. And killed Corporal Vestin.”

Faebos was the gift that kept on giving. “I’m looping Malik into the call. He has considerable experience with the wildlife.” I motioned for Malik to oblige. Once his comm device reached his ear, I said, “Describe it.”

Malik listened intently as Bentras explained what the damaged manech had been just functional enough to describe.

“Thank you, LT,” I said to Bentras.

Malik motioned for the delegation to approach. “Ambassador Predaxes, we just arrived from an off-site mission and, apparently, returned with an unexpected guest. A large predator called a samok is now loose on the station. Unfortunately, it’s no longer safe here, so we urge you to return to your ship until such time as we can make it so. Palasha.”

Malik, using their word for “please,” seemed to cement some sense of earnestness from the man to our guests. The two guards took up positions near the woman and motioned for her to return her helmet into place.

“Robar-Eight-Six here will guide you back to your shuttle.” I put a hand forward, encouraging them to follow the manech.

Other Predaxes inclined her head slightly, which I took as compliance. But they didn’t move.

I clicked back to my conversation with the LT. “Bentras, where is this thing loose?”

“ARA caught sight of it on your level.”

“That’s our cue to leave,” Malik said, motioning again to the delegation.

“You seem distressed, sir,” the envoy noted.

“Sounds like this thing is nearby, and there’s no telling where it entered. So it’s best to get out and get you to your ship,” Malik explained.

“I believe we will stay,” she said.

Spirits and Fires.

I sighed. “Bentras, dispatch a squad of manechs to us, please?”

“Of… of course, sir.”

That wasn’t the reply I expected. “Care to clarify that lackluster response, Lieutenant?”

“Yes, sir. With most of the manechs effecting repairs or on work detail in other areas of the station, we’re a little low on inventory.”

“Our little mutiny problem on Faebos did eat up a bunch of manechs, what with you setting them on fire and rolling over them in a Dragoon.” Malik winked.

“That was you!” I joked back, hoping some of the man’s levity would quell the rising dread in my stomach.

“Mutiny?” other Predaxes asked.

“Just a bit of an inside joke,” I said, hoping she believed it. I shot Malik a look, both of us realizing we’d slipped up. “This way.”

“ARA, please describe what you saw?” I asked the ship’s AI.

“Yes, Commander!” she said in her always-cheerful tone. “While the creature resembles a large cat, it possesses six legs and other appendages.”

“A samok,” I said. “Thanks, ARA.”

“Certainly!”

I started off before any more could be said. Malik took the lead and triggered the Hab’s door code before placing his back to the wall. His face scanned along the terrain in ticking movements, like they’d taught us in my Marine Corps RESEC survival course. Each motion of his head was a sector as he broke up the terrain into bite-sized chunks to quickly assess, and if need be, address any presented threats. I was grateful for my own training to notice the technique, then terrified when his head stopped moving.

“You got it?” I asked.

“Something in the tall grasses at about two hundred meters,” Malik said.

“Is it the animal?” the envoy asked.

Her retinue produced the pistols we’d seen earlier, resting the barrels on their armors’ forearm plates. At this range, I got a better look at the weapon. Where our own Zed-Six pistols were economically sized, these were lengthy, probably to maximize the barrel usage for a more accurate shot. Our weapons used a boxed magazine inserted into the grip, making for quick mag changes and a constant cycle of ammunition when we needed it most. The weapon in the strange guard’s two-thumbed grip had a rounded cylinder set apart from the rest of the pistol’s construction.

“It’s a revolver,” Malik said, as if in my head. “Each pull of the trigger rotates the cylinder to a new cartridge or shot. Let’s hope we’re not here long enough to see them have to reload.”

I really wanted to laugh at that one but instead moved to draw my own pistol.

“Don’t. If it’s a samok, you’ll only piss it off,” Malik hinted.

“Why do they get to have guns, then?” I asked.

Malik shrugged. “We don’t know what theirs do. Maybe they’re like gyro-jets, or—who knows—they could shoot snacks.”

The doors to the outer corridor chimed and opened. As the first of our guests made their way out of the Hab, the beast hiding in the grass decided it was time to charge. Resembling a chitin-covered tiger, the animal pounded on its six legs toward us at a speed that bordered on the obscene.

Eight-Six stood in front of the entrance, raising its Zed-Nine rifle as Malik pushed me inside. The manech punched two bursts from the weapon, easily controlling the rifle’s recoil and sending rounds sailing home. Or so we all thought. The hunting cat easily dodged the first barrage and was only winged across its armored flank by the second as it reflexively bounded away from the killing machine’s work.

Our envoy shouted, “Ears!” which triggered me to turn into the gun barrel of the massive revolver sticking past my face. The strange alien guardian pressed past me, angling himself to get a shot at the monster while not putting Eight-Six in the line of fire.

The guardian’s pistol barked, coughing out a heavy peal of thunder and a kickback that would have flattened me right to my tail. The round smacked the agile tiger monster along its rump as it tried to dodge the slower but heavier projectile.

The samok hesitated, taking a moment to bury itself among the ryfor trees. It sniffed at its rump, then huffed as it caught wind of something it didn’t like about the wound. Unlike our rounds, which made tiny spiderweb cracks in the cat’s outer armor, the revolvers created something akin to a chemical burn. The blast mark on its hip armor turned blotchy and charred, which the samok was not fine with, judging by the way it turned to regard us. As one of the many more severe predators on Faebos, this particular animal was not fond of losing, even to things with bigger teeth, or in this case, stingers.

It bounded again, rushing at us in an epileptic gallop that had Malik and me frozen in awe-wrapped terror. Luckily, the guardians and our Manechs were quick to act. Eight-Six leaped into the breach while the guardian shooter dropped back into a two-handed shooting stance and readied to fire from much closer range.

The bodyguard never got the trigger pull.

Malik pressed himself in front of the envoy to take up the other man’s spot, and I slammed my hand on the controls, sealing the hatch behind almost twenty-five centimeters of steel. Heavy paws sounded behind the metal, followed by the hum of the station’s internals doing their job to keep everyone alive in the vacuum of space.

“Someone’s upset he missed dinner,” Malik said.

“Yeah.” I laughed mirthlessly. “Everyone okay?”

That’s when I noted the envoy’s face. Throughout the fight, the ambassador calling herself Predaxes had been wearing a prideful grin like my wife used to when she wore the special dress she referred to as her “Hot as the Fires” outfit to someplace nice. The envoy wanted us to see the combat prowess of the guardian aliens with her. She was excited for her bodyguards to demonstrate the lethality of their weapons.

But that’s not what happened.

The samok hunting cat had taken a round to its hindside and seemed more annoyed than injured. It was not the outcome the delegation had expected.

“What manner of beast is it that can take a shot from our weapons and continue to hunt us?” she asked. “Is there a way to take it alive so we may study it?”

“Let’s get you back to your ship,” Malik interrupted. “We have detailed files on them we can send you. No need for any of us to get cuddly.”

Hurrying through the passage, I keyed my Sin-Link to Bentras. “You got a lock on it?”

“We had it,” Bentras said. “But it seemed to have gotten spooked when the door shut and hit the high grass. We lost it.”

“How did it get in there in the first place?” I asked.

Ahead of me, Malik had once again taken control of the procession, leading us through the network of passages back to the landing bay.

We heard the distinct sound of a door opening from back the way we came.

“Bentras!” I shouted into comms. “Did you open that door?”

“No, sir, I…”

Whatever she was going to say next didn’t matter.

“Get behind me,” Malik ordered.

Our guests did as they were told, and Malik knelt in the hallway. The mysterious prisoner who we’d come to rely on scanned the corridor, eventually spying what he was looking for. Signaling for us to move against the bulkhead, he advanced a few steps into the passage.

“My intention was never to put you or your people in any danger,” I apologized to our guests. “I was hoping a more natural setting might make our meeting easier for you, judging by what we’ve seen from you so far.”

“It was a much-appreciated gesture,” the envoy said. “There were those among our mission who thought we might find the station, but our calculations didn’t plan for this. Seeing the marvel of the ground and sky in space was a true gift.”

Malik began fiddling with something against the bulkhead while taking the time to send a private transmission to me. “I know you’re trying to suss out more info from them, but I need you to keep quiet.”

Malik ducked against the bulkhead as a torrent of steam flashed into the corridor. The slithering gases from the feeder pipe filled most of the passage near him, obscuring the view and raising the temperature by several degrees.

As I was about to ask what he was doing, the samok sneezed as it entered through the gases, flicking its tail in annoyance at being drowned in the mists spitting from the pipe. It rose on its hind legs, bracing its middle set near Malik while reaching to the pipe with its front paws. Chuffing and snapping massive jaws, the creature ended its investigation and plodded down the deck away from where we were supposed to be heading.

Thank the Great Saints for small favors.

Malik motioned us forward and away from the steam until we made it to the landing bay. “Thank you for participating in our safari today. Don’t forget to tip your guide.”

“Tip guide?” the envoy asked.

“Don’t mind him,” I said. “He’s just trying to lighten the mood.”

“Ah. Yes. Humor can make many things more palatable.”

We ushered the delegation through the blast doors and hurried them back to their strange shuttle. The guards in their obscuring armor seemed relieved as we approached their craft. They opened the gullet-like entrance on the bottom of the craft. One entered to prep the vehicle while the other remained on security outside.

“Bentras, it’s Predaxes. Can you seal the blast doors for the flight bay, my LOC?” I asked into the SIN-Link.

“I have you locked in, Commander,” the operation’s lieutenant confirmed. “That thing is still stalking your level. You might want to stay in there until we can clear the creature out.”

“Copy,” I said. “We’re staying here,” I told Malik. “As if we didn’t have enough of each other on the ride here.”

“Can never get too much of a good thing,” he quipped.

“Right.”

I pulled up the display for outside the station in my SIN-Link. The enormous battleship was still out there, flanked by its smaller complement of ships acting the part of its protection. I began to wonder if the Visitors saw the station like driving to a convenience stop along the many highways in Centridium space.

We stopped because it was here. Who knew? they might have said.

The ship was in a good position to recover the delegation. As much as I thought they could assist in getting us back home, I got the impression that was not their plan. The envoy had used the word “mission.” And while it was interesting to discover a people from Saints knows where as a distraction from the many problems we already had, I had a feeling this could be a new and terrible problem all its own. Best to see them to their ship and on their way.

“We’re not kicking you out,” I assured the envoy, trusting the android’s AI to parse the expression for them in case it didn’t make sense in their language. “But I have to see to the safety of my people, first. Even though I have a great many questions to ask you, it’s just not safe.”

The envoy nodded. “Pressing most among those questions must be who we are and why we’ve come.”

“That would be the winner,” I said.

“My promise to you, fellow Predaxes,” she began, “is that upon dealing with this monstrosity, you should next visit our ship to finish introductions to one another. To further that request, would you like us to bolster your forces with some of our own?”

“No, thank you,” I declined. “We know the station and we’re comfortable in working together. I will contact you when we have the matter in hand.”

The envoy touched my shoulder and nodded, then retreated to the safety of her shuttle through the strange opening and waited for her guards before sealing things up.

“Let’s get into the control station so we can stay in here when they leave,” I said to Malik and Eight-Six.

Triggering the hatch, Malik gestured for me to go inside first.

The observation window in the command deck overlooking the hangar bay went from clear to opaque, then frosted over with a complete hologram that made it look like the solar screen hadn’t shuttered. Radiating silver seams along the hull of their shuttle glittered in the lights of the bay as the ship lifted effortlessly from the decking.

“You feel anything through the hull?” I asked Malik. He shook his head. “Me neither. Bentras reported picking up gravity anomalies during flight. That’s an interesting propulsion system.”

“You crafty old dog. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you planned this whole devil tiger dustup just to get them off the station and see how their ship worked.”

The look I returned him was less amused than his own. “If only we didn’t have to sacrifice a guardsman’s life and one of the precious few manechs we had left to do it.”

“Sorry, Commander,” Malik offered. “This whole thing has to be rough.”

The former inmate’s concern seemed genuine. Hard to believe just a short time ago, he was my prisoner.

With the ship away, I waited for them to fully depart before pulling my SIN-Link and tapping out solutions to our current and pressing problem. Not that a battleship full of people and strange two-thumbed aliens wasn’t something pressing—just, at the moment, they weren’t trying to eat us.


CHAPTER 4

PREDAXES



My friend, the late Martin Garza, used to have a phrase: Things are about to get interesting.

If you’ve never been to a Command and Control Center when things got interesting, you’re missing out. The thing about working a CnC is the boredom that ensues breeds complacency, as the same techs stare at the same things for hours on end. A lot of the processes could be automated, but with prisoners—even political ones—being what they were, it takes a trained observer on the multiple feeds and sensors to track the varying amounts of mayhem that goes on in a prison.

To make matters worse, Purgatory Station’s inmates were political prisoners, and mostly military. The trick for us was to maintain a military demeanor in everyday life so they would revert to the posture they held in their basic training cycles. Obey, and life was a matter of demand and reward. Act out, and things got difficult, real quick. With nowhere to escape at the far end of the galaxy, most complied fairly quickly. Said compliance steered back to the aforementioned boredom.

This led to a sort of hyper vigilance that kicked into high gear when things got interesting. Techs were suddenly analyzing every detail on screen with the intensity of a draco-viper. NCOs and their guardsmen were ear-to-speaker, waiting for the order to hop to and get the job done. Everyone on Purgatory wanted to be part of the interesting, if for no better reason than to pass the time with some measure of excitement.

We’d barely gotten off the shuttle when we’d had to prep for the arrival of our Visitors. I could only imagine the CnC was frantic when the wormhole opened, electrified when the ships came through, and were downright chaotic at the thought of a three-hundred-plus-kilogram murder machine stomping through the station unchecked.

I wasn’t disappointed when I returned to the command room and was greeted by tumultuous activity punctuated by plenty of profanity.

“Commander on deck!” shouted an NCO at a workstation.

The thing I didn’t expect was a round of cheers from my NCOs and prisoners rising from their assigned stations and applauding us walking in.

“What gives?” I asked Bentras.

Bentras nodded to me, wearing her pride like treasured armor. “I told them a little of what I know about what you did on Faebos. How you stood up to the mutineers for both prisoners and guardsmen. We’re here for whatever you need.”

“Can you track that big cat?” Malik interrupted.

“I got ya, son,” said a prisoner working a tech station across the bay. He had a thick accent—something that sounded like it came from the tribal Colony of Tarundi. He’d let some of his military standard dip a bit, and though he was clean shaven, he wore his hair in series of shoulder-length gray dreadlocks bound behind his head. “Step on over and let’s get ya on mission.”

I followed Malik over to the dark-skinned old-timer, where the two shook hands like old buddies from the war. I followed through with one of my own, but I really didn’t have the confidence Malik did to pull it off. I wasn’t a hard-charger myself, so best to start with an honest handshake and take things from there.

“Commander Predaxes, I’m Kultura Serabo,” the older inmate said. “Good to have ya on deck. LT Bentras was startin’ to get a bit big in the britches.”

“That so?” I asked, amused the prisoner would talk about one of my officers with such familiarity.

“Oh yeah,” Serabo said, as if it were an absolute fact. “I could stretch that joke out for a while, sir, but we don’t want that tiger thing runnin’ amok on ya station and eatin’ anyone else.”

He motioned us over to his desk, where he had an assortment of programs active, spilling their digital wizardry across his expansive screens. One waveform pattern was fairly uniform, rising and dipping in rhythmic waves until the system nearly had a seizure of spiky radiating lines. It lasted only a few seconds, then resolved itself back to its usual pattern.

“This is what I wanted to show ya,” Serabo said. “This here particular system is on about the monitorin’ of station magnetic lockin’ mechanisms across the levels. Each hatch or lock ya pass through while on the station has a specific ID sig that keeps the door secured. Guards and manechs can pass through because their SIN-Links are coded to give off a certain wavelength that tells things it’s good to open the door. Right people, door opens. Wrong people get stuck behind the hatch.”

“What does this have to do with finding the samok?” Malik asked.

“Well, Mr. Malik. I’m glad ya asked,” Serabo said. “Ya murder cat is givin’ off some sorta signal that’s trippin’ all the locks. That’s how it moved from the hangar to Hab Four. See this here wavy pattern? The animal is gettin’ close to the sensors and hittin’ it with this wave.”

“Kuchec,” I said, citing our friend and confidant from the native Olyrii people on Faebos. “The mental powers.”

Malik nodded, working with the guesses spilling out of my head. “Could be the creature is sensing the trigger pulses radiating from the door, thinking it’s something in Faebos reaching out, then sending a counter pulse out of reflex.”

“That how you knew to blow steam at it in the passage?” I asked.

Malik waved off the observation, “That’s just it. If my time with Kuchec taught me anything, it’s that humans are pretty closed off, mentally. Go figure. The animals—predator and prey—emit a sort of psychic vibe that connects everything. Like certain species on the planet, we sit in kind of a blind spot their abilities can’t sense, so it had to rely on smell and sound once we filled the corridor with steam. Seeing as that particular pipe was carrying chemicals for the Hab, it also had a mineral odor along with screeching like a blud-bat to hide any noise we made.”

“The good news, gentlemen,” Serabo interrupted. “Is that when the creature’s mind spikes happen, we can track it. The bad news is, every time the kitty purrs, it opens a door.”

“Well done, Mr. Serabo, even though the news is mixed.” I was about to leave for the other side of the room to coordinate with Lieutenant Bentras when I was caught by my shoulder armor.

“You really shouldn’t rush off like that, Commander,” Malik offered. “Best to let folks who’ve done this sort of thing, do this sort of thing. Make sense?”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Malik tapped his finger on Serabo’s display. “You’re thinking because you had to be so hands-on down on Faebos, you have to go storming off with a spear in hand. We need you to be the commander. Command. Delegate responsibilities. Observe and direct.”

“You’ve got a point,” I conceded. “But as one of only two people on the station who’s seen one of these things, I should be the one to go. I can’t ask anyone else to deal with the unknown.”

Malik shook his head. “They used to have this stupid vid-cast some of my guys were into where a navy captain traveled around this fantasy world and would get into all sorts of adventures.”

“My wife loved that one,” I admitted. “Odyssey Trek or something like that. Of course, she just wanted to see the captain’s shirt get torn every episode.”

“Exactly,” Malik said. “But both you and I know that being an officer isn’t like that. You don’t let your senior leader jump off the ship into shark-infested waters because outside of a vid-cast, that’s how the captain gets eaten. At the very least, he always had those lower deckers with him—the ones that died every episode.”

I laughed at that one. “Yeah, some of my school mates who went through the officer’s basic course would spin up a drinking game around it. How long would the blue sashes last?”

Malik stepped past Serabo on his way to the hatch. “Can you spin up a couple of Marines or army still wearing orange? I know we took a big bite out of the combat-experienced pop on our first run to Faebos, but I’ll take anyone with trigger time. The nastier the better.”

“Just don’t make them too nasty,” I advised the tech-savvy inmate. Pointing to Malik, I added, “I only have enough eyeballs to watch out for one predator.”

Serabo swiveled the screen in front of him, displaying a prisoner file. “If you were looking for straight nasty, your best bet is probably Tyson Hayle.”

“No. Absolutely no,” Lieutenant Bentras echoed from across the room. “Hayle is a savage. You can’t let that man out without an armed guard or ten.”

When the expression on my face prompted a better explanation, it was Malik who filled in the blanks. “Tyson Hayle was a Colonial infantryman who was taken prisoner after a failed raid. He made friends with one of the guards who treated him nice-like, until there was an incident. Hayle killed every guard on the station, leading many of the prisoners to freedom while staying behind to be recaptured.”

“I don’t recall this prisoner,” I admitted.

“That’s because he came in with me,” Malik explained. “You probably didn’t have time to even handle his file, what with you and Commander Garza giving me all of my well-deserved attention.”

I wanted to laugh, but the mention of my friend, cold and still back on Faebos, had me less inclined to joke around. “Lieutenant, what can you tell me about him through your interactions?”

Bentras tagged an image on screen of the damage to the station just after the attack. “When we checked in, Hayle built himself a little personal space out in the middle of Hab Two. That ring was heavily damaged during the rebel assault, enough so that we had to seal or be torn apart. There was also the hope any prisoners or guardsmen on the Hab who lived through the damage would be able to hole up somewhere until we could seal the breach.”

“Okay,” I interjected. “So why all the doom and gloom about this prisoner?”

“Because he killed several guards who did live through the attack, then went on to murder several of the prisoners.”

“Why would he kill some of his own?” I asked.

“His answer was, glitches get stitches,” Bentras said, shaking her head.

“That’s my guy,” Malik said.

Bentras shot a pleading look that begged me to take this seriously. “Lieutenant, would you rather your guardsmen be down there with this animal or someone you clearly won’t be broken up about losing?”

There was little further argument as I accompanied Malik down to the SHU—the segregated housing unit—where Hayle was being detained. It was funny to be going here again, as this was where both Malik and I had formed relationships with the titanic marine, Calvo, who’d led to much of what we’d been able to accomplish on Faebos. I was starting to wonder if segregation was where the man did his best work.

Arriving by lift to the bottom of the station, Malik, Eight-Six, and I stepped off into near weightless gravity. Red indicator panels highlighted the housing units along the circular corridor, showing each cell was devoid of prisoners for the moment. All but one.

“You sure about this?” I asked Malik. “Read his file on the way down. This man has quite the body count.”

“Didn’t we just have this same conversation with Lieutenant Bentras?” Malik offered.

“Noted,” I said. To be fair, Hayle’s file read like a big-budget horror vid and my conversation with Bentras had been framed from the perspective of, how bad could he be? If half the stuff in there was to be believed, this man was a hyper-intelligent sociopath.

I keyed the entry panel, stepping back to watch as the blast-rated double hatch opened. While I half expected someone scrawling across the walls in blood after peeling off his own fingernails, what I saw was much worse.

Segregation by nature is a punishment unto itself. The idea of pack or tribe is bred into most men at birth, which is further ingrained in how we’re raised. By depriving people of those interactions—even in a prison—it forces the inmate to have no interaction except with oneself. They’re left to contemplate who they are—and what they’ve done—while being removed from the problem that put them there and away from the distractions of tribe that might reinforce such problems.

There was also the matter of segregation being used to protect the prison population from itself, and I have a feeling that Bentras put the man in here as a way to reflect both.

The problem I had with what I saw was that Hayle was strapped spread eagle to a confinement chair and had been left that way since being deposited in the SHU. I triggered my SIN-Link. The man had been like this for two days after pummeling a guard who’d stood watch with him during his mandatory yard time. To make matters worse, they had him hooked up to a nutrient drip and a catheter running up his pant leg, basically reducing his diet to liquid calories.

“Help me get him out of this,” I said to Malik. I snatched the first strap, yanking at the latch before I noticed Malik didn’t move. “You going to give me a hand?”

Malik’s nod at the prisoner revealed to me that the prone murderer had been very much awake and studying me in the way only predators could. He wore a mask over his face so he couldn’t bite or spit, and that made his glare from beneath the shadows even more severe. His eyes moved from me to his half-unbuckled hand, and back to me again.

Purgatory Station was not my first time in a prison, and certainly not the first time I’d been glared at by a prisoner. I’d seen true evil in the myriad other postings I’d had, which is why when a position for political prisoner warden came available, I took it. Reeducation camps were typically tons of beaten soldiers or dissidents just looking to say the right thing that would get them back on the street. That’s not what I had on the table. It was like looking at someone who personified every hate-filled glare I ever got as a guard or warden.

“I’m going to let you up,” I said, using the command voice that had served me well in the Corps. “My manech has orders to shoot you if you become violent.”

First I removed his mask, surprised to find a toothy grin had bought some real estate under his predatory eyes. When he spoke, his voice was deep and calculated, and most unsettlingly polite. “I saw the video of you during intake, Warden Predaxes. I must say, the camera adds some weight. You look much more fit in person.”

“You’re not concerned with the manech?” I asked.

“Those are for savage control,” Hayle observed. His voice was like fine-grit sandpaper, but he spoke with more elegance than I’d expected. “For when people don’t want to be civilized. What rules could I break in my current condition? And were you to remove the restraints, what trouble could I get into all the way down here at the bottom of the station?”

“Are you willing to be civilized?” I asked.

“Oh, of course,” Hayle said. Looking to Malik, he added, “I know my place.”

One by one, I removed the rest of his restraints, backing up to give him just enough room to drop his pants and remove the tube. It also gave the manech plenty of time to drop him if he decided to do something stupid. Once I was sure he wasn’t going to spring, I handed him a ration pack and some water, then waited to speak until he had chosen to dive into his meal.

Defying my expectations, the man ate his food with meticulous civility, making sure to compartmentalize any trash for easy clean up. “I trust you wouldn’t be giving me a last meal out of a rat-pack, so I take it you’re not here to pitch me out of an airlock.”

“Actually, quite the opposite.” His attention rose at that. “We have a problem on Hab Four and your name came up as a potential solution.”

Hayle licked the edge of his plastic spoon, letting the utensil hang lazily from his bottom lip. “What in the Five Fires has gone so spectacularly wrong that you would need my help?”

Malik stepped forward, and for the first time, I sensed something other than haughty, self-assuredness from the formerly bound murderer. Hayle’s eyes were still predatory, but they’d gone from sizing up a meal to looking for the best way to avoid another predator’s territory. Malik turned out his ancient SIN-Link, displaying the security feed of the samok baptizing the station in suffering.

“Is it just me hunting it, or will I be given the customary escort?” Hayle asked.

“Mr. Malik will be accompanying you,” I said, waving to the other orange jumpsuit in the room.

Hayle dove back into his meal, even going so far as to peel open the pouch so he could lick the insides. “That was tasty, Commander Predaxes. I appreciate your hospitality and your courtesy in letting me up. And now that you have me mobile, will there be any consideration for my help?”

Even a massive sociopath like Hayle still thought like an inmate. “Why did you kill my men?”

Hayle wasn’t overly tall or musclebound like Calvo, but he had a feline litheness that bestowed a sort of deliberate grace as he moved. He was dangerous, but not in the way Malik was. Standing in front of him felt like being next to trained working dogs who could be trusted to behave up until the point where nature and nurture kicked in and revealed them as what they truly were: terror and teeth.

“I killed the guard, Jobson, first,” Hayle admitted with no more enthusiasm than calling the help line for problems with his SIN-Link. He wasn’t proud of it, nor was he going to hide what he’d done. “He drew down on prisoners looking to form scouting parties to search for any breaches in the station. You know, they wanted to find a hole and crawl to safety. But Jobson wanted everyone to stay in a bunch. He intended to shoot this kid who was just trying to help, so, I fed him his gun. A couple of the inmates made moves to kill Bierse—the other guard. They thought he might be a problem.”

“So you saved Bierse?” I asked.

Hayle rubbed his wrists after being restrained for so long. “Perhaps that is one way of looking at it. However, by my estimation, I merely killed the two prisoners for taking the wrong cue. Bierce, unlike Jobson, did nothing wrong.”

“I see.”

“Then of course, your guard showed his gratitude by aiming his weapon at me. That was when a line was crossed, and for me, there’s no backstepping.”

“So you killed him?”

“In the end, the desired outcome was achieved.” He stretched his hands to the SHU around us. “Everyone left me the Fires alone.”

“So you wanted segregation?” I asked.

“I would have preferred to spend time on holiday on Rysine, but this suited me just fine.” He flashed a smile. “Then again, I could have done without the catheter.”

“Right. Well, Mr. Hayle, I believe in second chances. Even thirds and fourths.” I shot a look at Malik. “You do this for us, I can promise you a ride down to Faebos. There’s plenty of room to be left alone down there. Of course, that means people. I can’t make any promises for the wildlife.”

Malik stepped toward the man and handed him a rifle and a scalder. I don’t know if that was a good idea or not, but it was the right tool for the kind of work the man did and would hopefully do for us. Looking over the weapons, his smile faded when Malik passed him an armored plate carrier with attached extra magazines and a knife.

“We good?” Hayle asked.

Malik held onto the plate carrier for a moment, then nodded to Hayle. “Don’t want none, won’t be none.”

“Well, now that we’re all friends,” Hayle said with another toothy grin, “let’s see what the wildlife on Faebos is made of. I like the idea of a planet where it’s just me and the wildlife. In case you haven’t figured, I’m all about that wild life.”


CHAPTER 5

MALIK



Stepping into Hab Four, I knelt to the kneaded earth and pressed my hands into the tracks. I’d tracked my share of animals across the Colonies. Different breeds, species—all with a wide array of movement styles—all went into my hunting resume, should I ever have the need to build one. I wasn’t one of those guys who hunted for sport. I didn’t have a collection of heads on my wall. Fires, I wasn’t Commander Garza. Because it was never about proving myself against an animal. I hunted when it was necessary for food or security. Full stop.

Over the last few outings, it was about security when the Colonials had established an operating base on some half-tamed world that still had a working set of fangs and the mind to use them. Securing the base camp always ended up with me leading some infantry types who thought fighting men meant they could fight animals, or worse, monsters. They wanted to apply the same logic to something that didn’t see the world as we did. The struggle came in trying to convince those very self-assured, type Asedo personalities that hunting was more about conforming to the creatures’ domain than just prancing into the woods with a rifle.

On PS-12, the station’s artificial habitat, though organic, was pretty much a giant patch of grass stuffed into a vacuum-protected flower box. No animals outside of livestock and insects aboard, so hunting really wasn’t recreation on a habitat ring.

Judging by the tracks, the creature had beaten on the hatch for a moment, standing on its hind legs to put more pressure into the hits. We made sure to lock it, just in case our uninvited guest figured out how to jiggle the handle.

“Two hundred and fifty kilos?” Hayle asked.

“Three,” I responded, then pointed. “Judging by the tracks, it headed in that direction. That hits me as all sorts of odd, seeing as how the livestock pens are about a klick that way.”

Hayle did his own study of the tracks, then jabbed a finger to the tall grasses where the creature charged. “Over there looks more appealing. Care to follow along?”

“Lead the way,” I instructed.

I appreciated how well he moved and how he seemed to easily drink in all the details I had to work at finding. Usually, I had to force people to keep up or point out some trick of the light or bend in a branch to those not skilled in running down a trail. This was natural for him, and for once, I could just hunt.

“So, are we going to talk about that thing on Ratimar?” Hayle asked.

“You can talk all you like.” I snagged a bit of the wispy grasses that dominated the manmade hills and open space before the ryfor trees.

Some Lenzaab scientist thought the circulated air running through the grass would be therapeutic for the guardsmen on long stretches of duty, and produce calm in the prisoners at the same time. I plan to send a strongly worded dispatch on the lack of foresight in creating hidey-holes for space monsters.

Depressed and matted grasses led to a spot where the beast clearly had sat down long enough to bend the reeds. Then, it appeared to have trekked back along the hills toward the trees.

“He’s doubling back,” Hayle agreed to my silent observation. “He wanted us in this spot.”

“Seems that way,” I said, then pointed toward the direction of the tracks. “Despite their size, samok are ambush predators. Let’s track along the outside of the grass just in case the stupid thing found a way to levitate.”

“Hey, not a bad idea,” Hayle said.

“Wasn’t sure I was making a suggestion.”

He gestured toward one of the admin buildings further along the habitat ring. “Let’s shut down the station’s spin. Reduce this place to zero grav. We float this thing and run a leash on it.”

“Shooting it not to your liking?” I asked, pleasantly surprised at his take on the hunt.

“Might be worth keeping around.”

We jogged to the center of the Hab ring, keeping the grasses on our left shoulder so we had pivot room to bring our rifles to bear if the need arose. Trotting to a stop, I keyed my SIN-Link to the CnC.

“Bentras, it’s Malik. Hayle has an idea on how to take this thing down without making a mess of the place. Is it possible to reverse gravity to zero in just the Hab ring, and how long will it take?”

“Interesting tactic,” Bentras replied. “It’ll take at least thirty minutes to freeze all the freestanding water from below, then another fifteen after that.”

“Forty-five minutes,” I said aloud so Hayle could hear me.

“Roger. Can you hold up secure until then?”

I didn’t see any better options. “We’ll make it work. Malik, out.”

We approached a campus of buildings comprised of guard command stations, prisoner dormitories, and work centers. In essence, a miniature town situated within the ring. There were structures like this spotted throughout the Hab, and since the animal had found food here before, it was a safe bet it would stick around to see what else wandered close to its teeth.

“Control station?” Hayle asked.

I nodded.

“You among the lot of trusted jumpsuits they gave the key?” Hayle asked.

I tapped the command plate, sending the hatch slapping into the wall. “They unlocked everything for us. Don’t be such a smart-ass and get inside.”

Hayle made himself right at home in the station, finding a full hot-water heater and setting it to boil. “A cup of tea won’t hurt before they turn off the gravity.”

“Been a minute?” I asked, handing him a box of tea bags I found hidden behind the scalder battery charging station.

“I do enjoy a good cup of tea,” Hayle said. “It’s not like kava where I get the shakes if I don’t have it.” He spun up the security feeds around the station, then happily accepted the box and sat to wait for the water to reach temp.

I held up a kava tablet I found for myself.

“That stuff will kill you.”

“We’re all gonna die of something,” I said. “Might as well be kava.”

At that, he dove into a long history of the side effects associated with regular kava drinking.

When I agreed to partner with the guy, it was because I’d known him to be a first-rate killer. I hadn’t taken into account that even the hardest guys coming out of seg tend to be chatty. The last thing I needed was for a man with a body count worse than mine to start ticking away the time by sharing toilet bowl liquor recipes or asking about news from outside.

When he was finally through and I didn’t offer a response, he changed the subject to something a little more pleasant. “So, since we have to wait for this thing to track us here—which it’s probably already done—you want to deal with Ratimar?”

This guy was worse than the monster outside. He was a dog with a bone, and he wasn’t keen to give it up.

I sighed.

“Colonial Resistance sent me to Ratimar to deal with that Lenzaab colonel who was stirring up trouble. They’d paid the guy to run an underground, smuggling out Colonial POWs, but every third or fourth shuttle out, he was turning them over to the Intel Branch. You were one of the POWs that got nabbed, so you had a front seat for the show. The colonel was determined to make the exchange, so I drilled him in front of the Lenzaab intel officer. I’d say that made a statement. When rounds started slapping into the prisoners, I called it in, and they told me they had a mirror team in the area.”

“The team they’d sent to take care of me,” Hayle said, calmly dunking his teabag into the steaming water.

“Yeah. They told me word came down from the big hats that you were a target of opportunity, and me popping the colonel would be great cover for taking you out.”

Hayle huffed, the scowl at the memory darkening his already grim face. “The hitter your Colonial mates sent was subpar. He plugged two of my fellow inmates before he started dialing it in.”

I took in the monitors already online and scanned the area around the campus. These samok cats were fierce in a way that made most predators seem tame, so the last thing we needed was to neglect the feeds and have this thing scuttle in here to join Hayle for tea. The coast seemed clear enough, so I poured what was left of the hot water over the kava tab, actually savoring the smell of the instant beverage.

That’s when it hit me. One of the hitters sent to do Hayle smelled like old coffee. I’d had to get close and the kava swirling in the cup with the barest of froth reminded me of the team I’d killed for the man sitting next to me.

“I’d shot most of the mirror team and had to motor because one of them jammed off the X,” I said. “I couldn’t have him squirt back to home base and tell them I—their favorite problem-solver—was a problem. I got my answers by reading in between all the begging for his life, and then I knifed him in the face.”

“One of my compatriots in Colonial Intel leaked me the crime scene pics,” Hayle said. “You not only did the colonel and the team, but also killed eight others on your way out. I would have stayed around to say thanks, but I stole the shuttle they were going to bury us in.”

“Looks like freedom didn’t take,” I said as I flicked over to another screen.

“Lenzaabs caught me this last time on a run to smuggle meds into Halisseron,” Hayle explained. “And since I had Colonial and Lanzaab Special Forces looking to end me, I figured the Lenzaab prison pop was good enough to keep me secure for a bit.”

Hayle took another sip of his tea, then ticked off a tab on a nearby screen. The camera zoomed to the other side of the habitat ring, where the alien animal sniffed around the wall, then disappeared behind a thicket of bushes.

I read the sector map at the top of the screen and flash forwarded the image cap to the command deck. “Bentras, it’s Malik. The samok just went through the wall about a quarter-click from us. I thought you had main hatches locked down?”

The sound on the other side of the call was frenetic, with voices shouting to outdo each other. “It triggered a maintenance hatch. We didn’t think it would crawl in there as it has more freedom of movement in the passages. That’s a tight squeeze for a human, never mind something that size. We’re tracking it.”

“If they can track it,” Hayle said over the remains of his cup, “then we can get ahead of it and force it back this way for when the gravity cuts out.”

I flicked my head toward the door. “Let’s get to it.”

Running from the control center, we made for the closest hatch leading into the station proper. I had to hand it to the guy, for being staked down to a confinement chair and having a tube running from his manhood, he didn’t seem to be slacking in the cardio department. As fast as my feet slapped the moisture-rich soil of the Hab, he hung right there with me. We didn’t slow as the hatch ahead of us flashed open, a gift from Lieutenant Bentras and Commander Predaxes watching from their comfy prefabbed chairs up in the CnC.

Bounding along the central hub’s decking, we entered into the heart of Purgatory Station. Wet smacks in grassy fields turned to the hard clatter of boots on metal grating as we made for the closest lift. I boarded the elevator tram before Hayle and stomped my boots into slots along the floor, locking them down and indicating to the station AI that I was ready to go. I waved in Hayle, pointing to his spot in an effort to cut down on time he might’ve taken to figure it out. After all, not all slams were the same, and fewer still were space station types as sophisticated as PS-12.

The elevator floor drifted away, forming speed couches for support as our boots magnetically fastened us to the plate. ARA, the station’s controlling intelligence, issued a cheery warning to the effect of “hang on tight” right before the tram took off laterally. In this configuration as more tram than lift, we glided along the interior of the station’s hub at a speed that nearly shook my eyes from my skull.

“You have arrived at Hab Four, sector eleven,” ARA reported. “According to my calculations, the creature is heading this way and should be arriving in six point one minutes. Enjoy your time!”

“Yeah, thanks,” I said.

“How is it moving so fast?” Hayle asked.

“Their habitat on Faebos is mostly jungle,” I said. “They get a lot of practice running tight spaces bordered by branches and vines to get hemmed up too much in a place this open. If you’re talking how it’s getting on well enough in the near zero-g we find ourselves in, maybe you two are related.”

“I’m all about that wild life,” he said.

Hayle flashed me a toothy grin, then tackled me hard enough to trip the drag sensor in my boots. The magnetic clips disengaged, allowing him to blast me from my hold on the grate and send me sprawling into free-floating non-gravity, straight toward the bulkhead. We both flipped in place, letting our feet lead the way to attach us to the bulkhead on the other side of the hit.

I didn’t have to shout a hearty “what the fuck?” or drop a pistol mag full of hate into his skull since the samok tiger slammed into the spot where I was just standing.

It was in that moment I realized the ones I’d seen planetside were probably either juveniles or another species entirely. This thing, this close, was massive. Its six, muscle-bound limbs pounded along each deck plate, extending its hunting knife–long talons through the grating for a good grip to negate the effects of the gravity. Mottled, chitinous armor over striped fur traced along its chassis, with its back ridged in a row of spines that flexed when it landed. Horns swept back from the top of its skull, our observations on Faebos being they were there to protect its neck from bigger predators.

Not that either of us could envision a bigger predator at the moment as the beast aiming its arrow-shaped head at us was over two and a half meters long, not counting the tail. It hissed, bearing needlelike fangs the length of my fingers.

“Stay separate,” I ordered, forcing our guest to decide which one of us he was gonna eat first, giving the other guy a free shot at putting it down.

It hissed again, looking to scare us into immobility so it could use the explosive power in those legs to cross the distance and kill us both. I won’t lie. It almost worked. But when we moved, it vaulted to the ceiling, latching its claws into the duct work to fix us with another hissing glare while hanging upside down.

“No way. That thing handles zero way better than me,” Hayle joked.

The samok wasn’t amused and whipped its head to face him. It took a tentative few steps in that slow way felines did to assess prey before whacking it with a paw.

For his part, Hayle didn’t back down from the beast despite being only a few meters away.

“Ever play blinder tag?” I asked without taking my eyes off the samok.

I earned a shrill sort of bark from the monster until Hayle answered. “Nah, that’s Special Forces grab-ass games. I know what it is. You first leg?”

“You know it,” I said.

I jumped from my spot on the wall, flying across the passage until I collided with the floor. Drawn to sudden movement in its prey, the samok tiger flashed from its own perch, looking to crush me under its mammoth limbs for a shot at my neck. Threading my fingers into the grating, I heaved, launching myself down the corridor. I traveled in the empty gravity until I pushed myself upward enough to get my boots into a second bound. This time I rocketed through the passage, soaring toward the next sealable hatch.

My friend, the samok tiger, lunged at my first motion with a snap of its jaws that would’ve severed my leg, were it still there. It chomped twice more in attempts to arrest my escape before clambering after me on the grating. While it understood it had to keep close to the decking to stay rooted enough to move, it didn’t have a solid grip on the whole null-gravity thing. It’s first bound after me sent it crashing into the bulkhead where it thrashed to gain purchase. Eventually, it pushed itself back onto the decking, where its talons were an easy grab away from throttling it after me.

Lucky for me, I had fine purchase of my own to rocket ahead of the seriously perturbed feline. Every few meters, I caught the side of a hatch or yanked along the ductwork to propel me faster than my clumsy opponent. I seriously regretted looking past my feet to the rapidly gaining predator playing a game of zero-g murder missile with me. So not a fan.

“ARA! Kill the lights in central hub, levels nineteen through twenty-one!” I shouted into my SIN-Link.

Here’s where you learn what blinder tag is. In the Ransacker Scout selection course, we have this cave complex that we use for training close-quarters combat. Since things can get complicated during a CQB, we throw some of the same issues they might face when raiding a starship or a Lenzaab complex into the scenario. Recruits are told they have to make it from one side of the complex to the other. Any students they encounter along the way are fair game to take down in their bid to be the first one out. The fun comes in when we turn out the lights for a few minutes.

As an instructor, I was all too amused watching vision return and a batch of Ransacker candidates realize they were only a meter or two away from a buddy. Spontaneous fist fights broke out, usually lasting only so long as the lights were on. When they went out, everyone scrambled to get around everyone else. But the disorientation they felt was akin to taking down a Lenzaab ship where the lights would flicker on and off from damage, or where they might encounter complete decks shrouded in darkness.

ARA responded, and the world went deathly dark. I pasted myself into the back half of a hatch behind the seams in the bulkhead. I heard plenty of crashing from the animal flailing to catch itself amid the darkness and, instead, succumbing to its own momentum and blasting into every structure on its tumble past me. It eventually found a hard top and a sudden stop one hatch down from me, tangled into a ladder.

Problem was, Ransacker recruits weren’t cats, and cats probably could see better in the dark than me or Hayle. But this was total darkness. Not even a guide light along the ground.

“Stay put!” Hayle shouted. His tone was one I used myself when I was just about to do something stupid.

Knowing he had a rifle in one hand and the scalder in the other, I had a good idea what it was. “Bentras, it’s Malik. Open sub vent, twenty-two forty-one.”

Above the titanic predator, I heard a maintenance hatch for the air filtration system slash open, exposing an entryway into the duct.

And that’s when a rifle cracked.

Funny thing about Faebos’s samok tigers. They really don’t like being shot.

The animal barreled back the way it came to dish out savage renditions of payback to the little critter who’d just stung it when the lights went out. In keeping with Faebos’s predators being relentless breeds of murderers—especially ones that learned from their mistakes—it slapped its claws into the grating, bringing it to a clanging stop on the heavy metal surface.

A shrill cry wailed in the dark from down the corridor, accompanying the dull hum of a scalder being deployed on the creature. Despite having no light to work through, the animal retreated to my side of the passage, where I promptly shot it with my own pain-compliance device.

“ARA, lights!”

My eyes took a second to adjust, but so did the cat’s. Once it saw its way out, it bounded straight into the open hatch, barely missing a beat to scamper down the ductwork, away from the evil monsters stinging and burning it.

“Did you know it would go for the hatch?” Hayle asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “Back toward the hub is the cyclers. It wouldn’t be able to move through that without getting cut in half. The station doesn’t share airduct work between levels in case of a breach. The only way he can go is back to Hab Four—that’s if Lieutenant Bentras is shutting all hatch controls to keep it pinned in there.”

“I don’t appreciate the snark, inmate,” Bentras said over the comms. “And to answer your question, yes, all hatch access is now locked into the CnC. Control panels won’t do squat.”

“She sounds hot,” Hayle commented.

“Can the chatter, inmate. I can hear you.”

“That’s my bad, ma’am. Had I known you were on the line I would have addressed you directly. You sound hot, ma’am.”

I pointed back toward the lift, noting that we had better things to do than make a guardsman officer upset. “You trying to get thrown back in the SHU?”

“As long as she inserts the catheter, I’m good with it.”


CHAPTER 6

MALIK



“Malik, it’s Predaxes. We have another complication.”

Tapping the old SIN-Link I’d stumbled upon during my time on Faebos to answer a call wasn’t as easy as working a modern version. It especially wasn’t any easier while on the run through the station’s grating in empty gravity.

“You mean other than being stranded on the wrong side of a wormhole, surviving a mutiny, and then finding an alien armada parked outside where we’d left the mobile home?”

“Yeah. Let’s make matters worse,” Predaxes huffed into the link. “Sector eight, on the far side of the Hab ring.”

“Where I’m about to enter?”

“It’s the compound for the Second Right. They refused to leave when we put out the evac order for the ring and there’s a good bet the samok is heading right toward them.”

“What in the Five Fires is the Second Right?” I asked.

“Religious types,” Hayle interrupted. “Bunch of dudes who were so evil in life, the only thing they hadn’t tried was the whole religious forgiveness thing. Every prison usually has one or two groups of ’em.”

“Spirits save us,” I whispered.

“Pretty sure that’s their motto,” Hayle said.

“This isn’t a joke, boys,” Predaxes said.

“Right, sir,” I said.

“Second Right,” Hayle added as if Predaxes hadn’t just chided us for joking.

We could hear his sigh through the link, but the commander didn’t repeat himself.

“Going in,” I said, keying the entry for the Hab. I enjoyed the smell of fresh grass and the more natural atmo where the air was cleaned by the plants. Ahead of us, a vehicle that looked like a baby Bantam sat next to one of the buildings. “You know how to drive?”

“As long as you know how to pull a trigger,” Hayle quipped.

I don’t know what bothered me more as I got into the four wheeled all-terrain vehicle, that Hayle was so comfortable despite all that was going down, or his tone regarding the Second Right people. He was almost reverent.

What does someone have to do to get one of the Lenzaab’s most wanted murderers to have bones to pick with you?

Hayle revved the Baby Bantam’s engine, then shot me a look because we weren’t going anywhere.

“What gives?” he asked.

I pointed to a flashing indicator along the instrument panel. “Hit the button. We’re parked on a retention mount. It magnetically locks the vehicle to the ground so it doesn’t float away in null-g.”

He tripped the switch, vaulting us across the lawn with epic rooster tails of sod and mud kicking up from the back tires. We crested over several hills until we found a path along the Hab wall, putting us in line with the Second Right campus. The sheer size of the place was a marvel.

“Heads up!” I shouted. “We’re heading right for that cut!”

Hayle slammed the brakes, putting the vehicle into a skidding slide down the inside of the embankment. We flashed by a small copse of ryfor trees and then directly into one. Our bumper gave the trunk a nice kiss before bouncing us off just enough to adjust our course for a smooth transition down the rest of the slope.

With our truck back on track, Hayle raced us up the other side of the terrain feature, hopping the vehicle past the rest of the grove and into an all-out sprint for the campus. He held down the accelerator, pushing us as fast as the half-a-Bantam would carry us. Vehicles like this were often used to get from one side of a base to another and not for extended military operations like the trucks we used on Faebos.

Still, Hayle was driving it like he stole it.

We raced into the campus’s outer motorcade.

“Gotta find a retaining lug to park it,” I said. “Last thing we need is a three-hundred-kilo murder machine floating around while hunting.”

To his credit, Hayle accepted the instruction and followed through. “And here I was, hoping I could drive across the ceiling, just this once.”

At the bottom of the decline leading away from the campus, the normally shimmering pond had turned opaque in the lights. Bentras had frozen it as part of zero gravity Hab protocols.

“Running out of time,” I announced as I ran for the perimeter gate.

A powerful-looking, heavy-set man stepped from behind the first set of chain-link fencing I’d seen in any of the Hab. “Hold your speed, friends. Know that these lands have been consecrated for the brotherhood. We accept all who enter in faith, but will harshly punish those who come wrapped in falsehood.”

“And you are?” I asked.

“I am Dustin Aguilar. I run this camp with the permission of the warden and his officers.”

“Dustin, I’m Malik and this is Hayle. I’m sure you’ve heard the alert sirens and gotten the warning from Lieutenant Bentras. We’re gonna be killing the gravity so we can track a dangerous animal that stowed away on the shuttle. We need you and your people to make for the Hab wall exit before that happens.”

Aguilar listened, then folded his hands in the same way the guards did when they expected trouble. “Understood. So, you give us the same message the guardsmen did. Thank you for your concern. But as we told the guardsmen, we are fine to wait here in our Lenzaab-constructed home and let the Great Spirits do as they will.”

I ran a hand across my face, holding back words I knew I’d regret when Hayle stepped in and extended a hand to our new friend. “Tyson Hayle. Nice to meet you. Allow me to shed further light, brother. The only way events could have led to me standing before you is if the Great Spirits willed it. Thus, our meeting, here and now, is by right, ordained. But the Spirits have sent other warnings as well, for which you have already paid a high price. I do not wish to see the cost rise.”

Aguilar followed Hayle’s pointed finger to the campus buildings that housed the prisoner population in the Habs. They looked like earthen brown blocks that someone stacked in a square base with radiating blocky towers on top. Everything in the place shared that look except the motorcade with a few of the mini-Bantams and the Ops Center, which held the guard stations, commissary, and med center.

I looked closer to see he wasn’t pointing at the building, but at a window marred by a thin line of crimson streaking the otherwise, unadorned opaque glass.

“I take it that’s not finger paint?” I asked, trying not to act surprised Hayle had even seen it.

“Great Spirits,” Aguilar gasped.

We didn’t bother to wait for the questions he was probably trying to work himself into. He also didn’t try to argue for answers from us when we brought weapon slings around and produced the rifles previously hidden behind our backs.

“Trap it in the room?” Hayle asked me.

“If it’s still there,” I said. “It’s not hunting for food right now. If that was the case, it would still be chewing on the guard it killed and picking its teeth with the manech it wrecked. This thing has found itself in the same situation we’re in. It got forced to a new home and is trying to establish territory and dominance.”

“Fits right in with the gen-pop,” Hayle said. “Speaking of bars and inmates, are there any ways to lock this building?”

“Doing it now,” I responded. “Bentras, it’s Malik. We got the samok trapped in building four-one-Churno. Can you lock that from there?”

“How did it get all the way there and we didn’t see it?” Bentras asked.

“I’ll make sure to ask when we get face-to-face,” I said. “Locks please, Lieutenant.”

“There are still precious people in there,” Aguilar shouted from behind us. “You can’t just lock them up with whatever it is your sin has let in here.”

“Malik, it’s Bentras,” came the call through my link. “You have six minutes before the gravity is reduced to zero.”

“Roger, out,” I said, needing no more reminders. I spun to grab our spiritual inmate by the shoulder. “Aguilar, I need you and your people to get to the Ops Center. Med-bay can be completely closed off and has its own atmosphere. It’ll keep everyone out of the way so we can catch this thing.”

“Mr…. Malik is it?” Aguilar said in heaping doses of condescension. “I do not know what guard lost their mind to send you in here, but this is a community for us. I have no intention of moving until you unlock that door and pull our people out.”

Hayle shrugged. “This is taking too long. We’ll just have to hope everyone else stays put. Thank you for volunteering, Mr. Aguilar.”

My new wingman handed his rifle to holy man, then pushed him toward the door. He waved to me and I chucked my rifle to him, freeing me up to pull out my actual SIN-Link. Pinging the video, Bentras fed me a security cam feed from overhead, giving me a clear view of the campus and the surroundings.

“Why did you give me this? I have sworn off such violence!” Aguilar shouted.

“Die or live,” Hayle said. “That’s your call. But if you want to keep your people safe, you’ll forget that vow for now.”

Ignoring the exchange, I showed Hayle the feed. He impolitely stretched across Aguilar to enhance the video. “I see it. There’s the trail it made through the grass. Maybe whatever it is about the creature that opens the doors also muddles with the cameras?”

“I will not stand for this!” Aguilar yelled while furiously shaking the rifle. “I swear to the Spirits, I will…”

The wall above us detonated, sending chunks raining down from the force of a sprinting armored tiger ramming through. The immense beast soared overhead and across the avenue, landing on the next building over in the ever-decreasing gravity. It drew back its lips to expose those wicked fangs amid a growl that told the story of what came next. Or so we thought until it seemingly recognized us from the hallway fight.

Instead of attacking, it sank its talons into the wall, easily clinging to the facade, then proceeded to pace back and forth, sizing us up. In real short order, we were gonna be at zero gravity with no deck plating underfoot, and this monster was gonna have a real advantage.

Our bullets had been a minor annoyance but the scalders made the point more effectively than our killing weapons did. Scars and bullet scoring, along with the savage burn on its rump dotting its carapace, spoke of the considerable damage this thing could take before going down for good. If that gravity didn’t turn off soon, we were in real trouble.

Aguilar stepped forward, shoving the rifle stock into his shoulder pocket. “You… You… You killed one of the faithful. One of my brothers. You shall feel the vengeance of the righteous!” Seemed he was ready to remember his former self—whatever life had been stolen from him by the Lenzaabs. He drew a clear sight picture on the beast, then fired a controlled pair followed by a third shot. All three scored hits along the plates on the creature’s neck and shoulder.

True to form, the samok roared, then leaped. In the decreased gravity, it flashed from the wall like a rocket, extending all four sets of claws for a firm landing against this latest snack time volunteer. Hayle sprinted and, with his own jump, shoulder-checked the animal in mid-flight. The impact sent the samok wildly off course, tumbling into the nearby building, ending with the wall caving in and bringing the tower with it.

Hayle patiently waited in front of the crushed structure as the very perturbed predator slowly rose from amid the rubble. The animal sloughed off the dust and debris, stalking toward Hayle, the two staring each other down as the apex predators they were.

And just like that, the samok blinked.

Sprinting away from us, its normal run pattern seemed epileptic as each bound brought it higher and farther into the air. It eventually landed back on the ground, where it clung with its claws to figure where it should escape to next. The trick was to keep it moving until the gravity reached zero so its bound would take it straight up. Its final leap ended by it sinking to its haunches, clearly uncomfortable without something more substantial to grip onto.

Kitty was about to get a stern lesson in knowing your environment.

Hayle pushed himself to the chain-link fence, giving himself handholds to move about the perimeter. With his free hand, he flashed the samok with the scalder, causing it to jump away from its grip on the grass. Instead of jumping up as he’d hoped, it pulled forward, sailing past me and colliding with Aguilar.

Gushing blood in zero-g was quite a sight. I’ve seen it before and never really needed to again. But here we were, watching as crimson floated away from Aguilar’s neck in undulating ribbons.

I shouted something. I don’t even know what as the animal sank its teeth onto the spiritual leader. Its giant maw engulfed the man’s shoulder and most of his torso in the bite. Slamming the inmate against the building several times, the monster hadn’t factored decreased gravity into its work, robbing the assault’s effectiveness. Had they been on Faebos, the predator slapping the pastor—or whatever—off the wall would’ve killed the man several times over.

What it didn’t do was stick around for dinner. Immediately, it bounded off again, ending its jump against the building where it had first escaped, hopping until it had its claws latched into the structure, much as Hayle had done with the fence.

“Malik, I’m in position!” Commander Predaxes finally announced through the link.

“Take it!” I confirmed as I lunged to catch a slowly falling Aguilar.

“I need a better angle. All I got is plate,” the commander responded.

Finally bouncing to a stop holding the ruined Aguilar, I motioned with my thumb in what I hoped was the universal sign for “up.”

Hayle took the meaning and jumped at the tiger with his scalder. The animal sprang to the ground, latching onto the soil with its claws to keep itself from floating away. Hayle floated across its front, tempting the beast to lung at him and finish him off. His jump was just low enough that a twist through the air put him within reach of the ground. Tangling his fingers into the grass, Hayle’s arm became the anchor to arrest his momentum and put him beneath the jumping samok.

The beast failed to snap its jaws onto Hayle’s neck, but it did manage to flail enough that its middle set of claws raked across the inmate’s back and shoulder, tearing through the jumpsuit. And once again, I got a good look at levitating blood.

“Got it,” Predaxes said through the link.

A heavy-sounding shot rang out. A metallic dart struck the animal in the side.

“Plate!” I shouted from my spot on the ground.

The tiger must’ve at least felt the heavy dart and committed itself to roll across the grass to dislodge it. A second pierced the animal in the armorless abdomen. It sank in and unleashed its narcotic payload. A third dart landed almost on top of the second, adding to the anesthetic effect. In short order, the giant bundle of corded muscle and murderous fury became groggy, and plopped down in the grass.

“Bentras, it’s Malik. I need a medic at building four-one-Churno, on the quick.”

“Malik, Bentras patched you through to me,” the commander called. “We had medics on standby. Rolling to you now. How are the other prisoners?”

“Haven’t checked inside the building. Aguilar has several big punctures. He’s gonna need surgery, like now. Wait one.” Seeing Hayle rise from his spot on the ground, I whistled. “Hey. How bad?”

“I’m going to need a lot of stitches, but I’ll live. You think this will get me any points with Lieutenant Smooth Voice?”

“Can’t hurt,” I answered back. “Predaxes, Hayle is banged up but good. We have at least one inmate inside the building, KIA. Won’t know more until the medic gets here as I’m pretty sure me hugging this guy is the only thing keeping him from bleeding out.”

“Roger that. Stand by. We’re en route to you now. Predaxes, out.”

[image: ]


“So now we’re back to aliens?” I asked from my spot beside Hayle.

Predaxes hovered over Eight-Six’s shoulder, watching the android suture up the considerable gashes in Hayle’s back. “We told them the crisis was averted and we’d captured the animal. They insisted they be allowed to ‘come over and see the cat.’”

“Just Predaxes two-point-no or is she bringing friends?” I asked.

“She said she is bringing a delegation and the cat is a point of concern. Apparently, their weapons not damaging it more than a burn mark has them all sorts of spooked.”

“From what I’ve seen of people, Commander,” Hayle said as he rested his head on his hands, “someone wanting to verify why their weaponry isn’t as powerful as they desired means they want to ID the point of failure for remedy. Of course, that’s an eloquent way of saying they intend to adjust fire and probably learn how to turn their guns on you.”

Predaxes grimaced at the statement. “They didn’t give off any hostile vibes while they were here.”

“They didn’t give off particularly friendly ones either, Commander,” I reminded him.

Our SIN-Links chimed, displaying a message from Bentras. Our guests had arrived.

“You need me for this?” I asked.

Predaxes tapped his nose. “I’d appreciate your insight into them. If you’ve got nothing else planned, I’d rather you were with me.”

“Well, seeing as this guy ruined my petting zoo,” I said, flicking Hayle in the shoulder beside one of the repaired wounds, “I guess I could tag along.”

Predaxes worked something over on his battle board, then handed me an earpiece and led me away from the med-bay.

“Stay out of trouble, there, killer,” I said to Hayle.

“You first,” he said from his spot on the medical table.

We entered the tram, riding through the station at incredible speeds, making the distances for the elongated station a bit more manageable. I used the time to insert the earpiece I’d been given, adjusting it for comfort.

ARA’s voice spoke in my ear, “Translator, connected.”

Our ride concluded at the flight bay, once again standing outside the sealed hatches, waiting on an alien delegation. The moment hung heavy until Predaxes finally vented the steam between his ears.

“Since this is the first time we’ve had to talk about this,” Predaxes started, “just a couple of quick military bits to consider. Tali Yaltera managed to use the scanners to analyze more of the ship’s hulls. She’s pretty sure our PDCs and other defensive measures could put a hurt on them.”

“But?” I asked, knowing it was coming.

“But if their shipboard weaponry is like the pistol round we saw hit the samok, we could be in a lot of trouble if things go bad between us.”

“Good to know,” I said. After another moment to collect my thoughts, I gave him one of my own. “If I didn’t know any better I’d say this entire trip you’ve been running ideas off of me like I might be the new executive officer.”

“It’s not really a bad idea,” Predaxes said. “What was your rank in the Colonial military? You were a major, right?”

“Sure,” I joked. “A major pain in the ass for them. A major distraction for others. Since coming here, I’ve been a major source of confusion for you and your men.”

ARA signaled the all clear for a restored atmosphere in the vehicle bay. We triggered the hatch, revealing the same strangely shaped shuttle with its mouth portal, only this time, I noticed slits in the sides opening like a set of gills. Steam vented from the shuttle in the newly piped in atmosphere around the bay.

Ambassador Predaxes stepped from the ship first, followed by another pair of men in military-looking armor. Two bodyguards followed after that, the odd way they ambled along the floor more than spelling out who they were. A final set of armor more like the envoy’s stepped out last, acting as she had upon first arrival, testing the deck with a toe before applying the whole foot.

“Commander Predaxes,” the envoy said, removing her helmet and extending her hand. “We were pleasantly surprised to get your call so soon after the trouble began. I hope all turned out well.”

“Not all of it,” Predaxes admitted. “We lost a few people to the animal, but the threat is now contained so we can return to the work of repairing the station. Who have you brought with you?”

As the two delegates worked through their introductions, the mystery visitor stood in the back of the group. That was the interesting part for me. He made himself comfortable behind the guards, which most likely pegged him as a senior NCO or an officer type. Hidden behind the other men, he was subtly taking in all the details of the hangar bay, and most notably, the cameras positioned at varying points.

“You appear to have brought along some friends,” I said to the envoy.

“Mr. Malik, I see you have survived the ordeal with the monster,” Ambassador Predaxes observed, her words being translated by ARA in my ear. “When our initial business is concluded, we would love to hear about it.”

I pointed around to those she brought with her. “In that case, should we provide translators for all of your people, or should we just have one brought for your leader?” I now gestured directly to the man at the back of the formation.

And there it was. The ruddy, excited flush on her cheeks vanished, replaced by a dumbfounded expression and a pale face full of worry.

“I am the leader of this delegation, Mr. Malik,” the envoy tried to convince me.

“Oh. Is that why your two bodyguards are hovering at a flank, allowing them full view of both you and that man back there? There’s also the matter of him wearing the same sort of armor you are, which is a stylized version of the kit worn by the troops you brought with you. Initially, there was just you and the bodyguards, but now, we have half a platoon’s worth. If the threat is contained and we’ve shown ourselves to be hospitable, that could only mean they are here to provide security to a high-value dignitary—well, more high value than you.”

“Malik,” the commander said, a warning in his tone.

The soldiers to our flank parted, allowing the mystery man to walk between them. Strange rifles, similar in make and aesthetics to the weird revolvers being carried by the double-thumb security team snapped to present arms as the man methodically approached us. The opaque face shield shimmered until we could see the person beneath. He removed his helmet and snorted after the first few lungfuls of air.

“My apologies,” the newcomer said. “It was not my intention to deceive you.”

I felt like reminding him I hadn’t been deceived, but let him continue.

He spoke slowly, as though he were using one of their transvox-coders to learn our speech while listening to the translations. He meticulously sounded out every word, as though the act of saying it correctly was an achievement he’d set for himself, and took pride when he saw we’d understood him.

The commander stepped forward, giving me a stern look before presenting his hand. “My name is Benjamin Predaxes. It is my pleasure to welcome you to Station Twelve.”

The commander was being smooth. He left out the whole prison part. That was a man playing against perceptions and what may be half-learned truths about who we were, just in case they were a pirate force looking to take over the station. Not that it would be hard, what with half of the guards and prison population already having migrated to Faebos—but why make it easy?

“It is my,” the man started slowly. While searching for the right words, he absently brushed back a white mane of hair that had gotten unruly after taking off his helmet. A quick scratch along the neatly trimmed beard and it seemed the newcomer had what he was looking for. “My pleasure to be standing here among you. I am Aekin Negasi, Prime Minister to the Lenzaaban Collective.”

Predaxes’s jaw dropped as the other man took his offered hand for a shake. I couldn’t tell which emotion was gonna win in the subdermal tug-of-war going on for control of the commander’s face, be it confusion, relief, dread, or any number of other possibilities. Either way, he couldn’t manage to stammer out whatever greeting he’d probably had planned for this moment.

The man turned to me, and I was now close enough to see black rimmed, white halos around his eyes’ irises. It was fascinating.

“Wokaffiden,” I said, probably butchering their word for welcome.

The man took my hand and genuinely laughed like he’d just heard the best joke ever. Then he hugged me. I’m not really that much of a hugger, but as far as hugs went, this one wasn’t that bad. He put this sort of brothers-in-arms quality into it that ended with a few hard pats on my back.

“May I know your name?” the proclaimed prime minister of the Lenzaaban Collective asked.

I clasped my hands in front of me, not wanting to make any sudden moves if this guy was who he said he was, just in case his security team was all sorts of trigger happy.

“Well, sir, I’m the guy wondering why she’s wearing Commander Predaxes’s name, and why you have the same name as my mom.”


CHAPTER 7

PREDAXES



After the stunned expression I must have displayed at Prime Minister Negasi’s proclamation that they represented the Lenzaaban Collective, I was really enjoying his abject terror at riding in our lift.

Purgatory was built to house several thousand people, so it was expansive, to say the least. Getting from one end to the other or to anywhere along the rings was of vital importance in dealing with a prisoner population, so fast transit had to be factored into the equation.

Our guests just didn’t expect it to be this fast and I was more than okay with that.

We arrived at the Hab ring, venting the doors and ushering our guests inside. Negasi had the same reaction his envoy had, even going so far as to close his eyes and just breathe in the air sweetened by all manner of vegetation and growth. While our little station wasn’t nearly as impressive as some of the orbital Habs along affluent Colonial holdings, it was still quite the sight. It gave prisoners set for reeducation a taste of Lenzaab potential and allowed them to add a part of themselves to it. The whole place was designed to endear a sense of partnership in the Collective.

The prime minister knelt in the long grass, his hands extended to allow the feathery wisps at the end of the plants drift through his fingers. “It amazes me that the Lenzaaban of old committed so much of a miracle to a prison.”

“Technically, we’re a reeducation center for disaffected Colonial citizens and soldiers. Our job isn’t to punish, but to reorient.”

“I like the sound of that, Commander,” Negasi said. “I like that very much indeed.”

There was something in the way the prime minister said that last part that had me nervously looking for Malik. Funny enough, he stood beside the female alien bodyguard, and they were engaged in what looked like a friendly conversation. Having a force multiplier like him in these dealings would go a long way to figuring out what these alien Lenzaabs actually wanted here. I just wouldn’t have minded if he stood a bit closer.

“I would like to apologize,” I said hastily, “and I hope you understand I ask this out of necessity, but the Lenzaaban prime minister is Calvin Vorenski. Has there been a turn of events since we’ve been gone?”

Negasi stuffed his gloves into his belt, then abandoned the grasses to face me. He seemed neither offended nor angered by the question. “Are you familiar with the Komi Theorem?”

“No, sir,” I said.

I knew the look Negasi gave me. Doctors had given me that look when they told me about my daughter’s heart valve problem when she was born. I’d gotten that look when I was told I’d hit a glass ceiling and there weren’t any options left to advance my career as a flight Marine. And now, I was getting it from a man claiming to be the leader of the Lenzaaban Collective.

Negasi gestured widely with his hands—the purpose behind that movement, I didn’t understand. “Komi was a scientist engaged to study the effects of wormholes across Lenzaab space after the disappearance of the… well… after the PS-12 wormhole vanished.”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “The wormhole has only been gone for a matter of months. How is that long enough that someone was able to study and publish a theory on it?”

Negasi smiled, but it wasn’t exactly mirthful. More… pitiable. “Komi reasoned that some wormholes not only folded space, but time.” Negasi still spoke slowly, methodically trying to choose his words. “A wormhole might be closed on one side for whatever reason, but if one can somehow pinpoint the opening along one’s side of the breach, it will take them to its connection in space during a time that it was open.”

“I’m not sure I’m following,” I said honestly.

However, the prime minister’s explanation was enough to have Malik break his radio silence and broadcast into my SIN. “His explanation is plausible, but in prepping for the mission to Purgatory, I got some time with folks studying the wormhole. What they told me was, should the wormhole close on one side, entering it from my side—Centridium side—would shoot me to a time when it was active. It was forward in time only, not back. Keep him talking.”

“How long have we been gone?” I asked. In that moment, I was keenly aware this was the second time I was thinking only about my family. While standing here and just having a conversation without trying to survive on an alien planet, the very real conclusion that my family was forever lost to me was hitting me as hard as it must’ve hit Kildane.

Negasi took a long breath, looking around at our little garden before finally responding. His words were heavy. “Four hundred years.”

My chest felt like someone had parked a Dragoon Robot Combat Platform on my chest. In a giant ring full of nature and crisp air, I was suffocating. Four hundred years…

My wife, gone.

My children, gone.

Everything I had worked for was replaced by the dirt under my boots. I felt like a man standing on his own grave.

“Have you come to rescue us?” Malik said, diverting the discussion away from my grief.

“I know this is a lot to take in right now, Mr. Malik,” Negasi consoled. “We understand if you need a minute.”

“Oh no, sir,” Malik countered. “I’m good. I consider home wherever I find myself. That being the case, I’m more interested in your mission through the wormhole. You have what appears to be your version of a Colony ship and a small collection of fast-attack destroyers as protection. If I take your troops back there to be any sort of indication, you have a clearly defined military structure, along with android-type servitors acting as guards, and probably heavy labor. Ees daro mon haderra, or in my language, if I had to guess, you’re leading an expeditionary force toward what you hoped would be a Colony world.”

And once again, Malik stepping up to the line and pissing over it. Good for him.

For his part, Negasi clapped his strange hands along with a chuckle. “I am very impressed you are learning our language this swiftly, Mr. Malik. Excellent. I see the commander chose his advisor well.”

“Thanks,” Malik said. “So, it is a Colony mission, then.”

The long-drawn-out sigh followed by the man dipping his head and a sidelong glance to the envoy was enough to affirm the notion that Malik was right. For the first time since arriving, Negasi looked pained and conflicted.

“A new, and predatory force entered Lenzaab space some years ago, making steady gains to the conquering of our Collective. They were relentless. Toppling one world after another, starting with the distant Colonies, then making their way to the core worlds. With each conquest, they absorbed the populace, conscripting soldiers in their terrible war against our civilized society.”

“Hey, you’re getting pretty good with our language too,” Malik noted. “So, you’re refugees?”

“Malik,” I chided. If this were true, they were probably feeling the same pain all of us were. All of us except Malik, who seemed to have had his feelings on never seeing home again removed.

Negasi held up his hand to stall any more rebuke coming from me. “It’s fine, Commander. I find myself wishing I had a man of this caliber among my staff. And to think, perhaps we are related in some way according to your observation regarding our names. In answer to your question, Lenzaaban space is lost. The Adversary crushed our opposition and drove us from our home. On the Ark, our Colony ship and the aptly named destroyers, as you called them… we are the last of the Lenzaaban Collective. Some forty thousand of us.”

“So you saw combat?” Malik asked.

I could almost smell his skepticism.

“Me, personally?” Negasi shook his head. A tired look painted his features in a sad way. “But my men…”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Everything in Centridium space wiped out by a foreign invader. The only people left found the wormhole and hoped it would get them here. I looked to Malik, who was studying the man intently. Whatever questions were running through my mind, I was sure he had altogether different ones. Malik was a man drawn to conflict. If he was picking up something on them, he was already working out his advantage. Whatever it was, I couldn’t see past the pit forming in my chest over what amounted to the loss of my family.

“We had hoped the Komi Theorem was correct and we would find you on Faebos with a thriving community. From your conversations with my ambassador, it would seem your journey onto the planet has just begun.”

“To that point,” Malik interrupted, “do you want to see a three-hundred-kilo predator with anger issues up close?”

“Perhaps we should give Commander Predaxes a moment,” Negasi said.

“I’m all right. Thank you,” I said, waving my hand. It was a lie, but I wasn’t in a position to allow my weakness to cripple progress. “It’s just been so long since I wasn’t worried about the problems we’d had on planet threatening our survival. I guess this is the first time I’ve had to truly process it all.”

“I can show them to the kitty if you need a minute,” Malik suggested.

“No, it’s fine,” I said again, trying not to sound too dismissive of the idea. “As the commander of our unexpected Colony, it’s my responsibility to keep things moving. Let’s bring our guests to the zoo.”

We stepped across the grasses, letting our guests stop every once in a while to take in some new facet of the environment. The trees, the grass, even the soil all held a sort of fascination to them I really hadn’t expected. What’s more, to Lenzaabs from four hundred years past our time, why was none of this antiquated to them? Why were they acting like these were marvels of technology they’d never even fathomed?

“You have the same reactions as our first guest,” I said, gesturing to the envoy.

“Yes,” Negasi agreed. “Lillan Predaxes made it clear how much you’ve accomplished inside of a dead metal shell. These techniques seem very alien to us.”

“How does your tech work?” Malik asked.

“I had forgotten how strange our science is to those unfamiliar with it,” Negasi said. “Our last encounter with an Outsider Colony was when I was a boy. Um, the Outsiders being Colonies we had lost contact with during difficult times some one hundred years ago. Seeing a transvox-coder, or one of our soldiers using Amerex ammunition for the first time might perturb. The simple explanation was the Central Committee, roughly two hundred years ago, cited growing natural disturbances in the planets’ ecology as a need for something new. We came up with our biotrix technology, which is a hybrid of tech much like yours, augmented by living materials either grown or cultured.”

“Grown?” I asked.

Negasi nodded enthusiastically. “You see, our ships look and operate as yours do, except for subtle differences. Our Ark is a shaped asteroid over which we’ve propagated a robust species of coral, like occurs in nature over a sunken water-fairing vessel. It is as strong as steel and has been cultured to exist within the vacuum of space.”

“And your propulsion,” Malik said. “Gravity-based?”

“Very good again, Mr. Malik. Our propulsion is a type of magnetic gravity manipulation harnessed by transdosal engines. In essence, it’s a mechanical construct that handles biorhythmic output from a creature we’ve specially bred for the purpose. You see, that is why we have such interest in your wildlife. We have learned and gained much from ours, and hope to find purposes for yours as well.”

We emerged from a copse of ryfor trees leading to the Second Right campus. The “ooohs” and “ahhs” continued from the Visitors as we approached the brown, earthen buildings. I noted the one Malik and Hayle had destroyed, still marred with blood.

Negasi stopped to trace his hands along the chain-link fence that acted as the compound’s exterior barricade, rubbing his fingers together to feel the grit on the metal links.

He turned to us. “Why is there need for such a thing in a place that is, in essence, itself a giant cage? Was this erected to keep the creature in place?”

I pointed past the first of the buildings. “This place is segregated from the rest of the prisoner population. It’s a religious group. The fence is meant as a barrier against their people wandering into what they deem as their old lives.”

Negasi looked confused. “You allow such things as religion?”

And now it was my turn for confusion. The Collective had always been supportive of religion, even if only as a way to control its people. A people focused on the Spirits and living a spiritual life worked better as members of a community.

Reading my confusion he clarified. “Religions teach man there is a higher order than the Collective. An overriding authority. What would you do should an inmate in your charge countermanded your orders because it conflicted with his or her god?”

“The same thing they do with any inmate,” Malik interrupted. “They give them an opportunity to comply and if they fail to do so, they force them to comply.”

“Is that what they do to you?” the envoy asked, speaking for the first time to us since arriving.

Malik spread his arms in surrender. “They have in the past. Things have been different lately.”

“Interesting,” the prime minister said absently.

We passed through the majority of the campus, arriving at a pair of structures with a metal cargo box centered between the walls. As we approached, something inside the box slammed against the wall with enough force to dent it outward.

“And that would be the cat you came to see,” I said. “In the records from the former mining colony on Faebos, they called it a samok. The loose translation is tiger. They’re territorial predators and this one is bigger than most I’ve seen.”

“You’ve seen others?” Negasi asked.

“A few. Take care to stay away from the edge of the roof when we go up.”

We climbed through the dorms we’d cleared of personnel, arriving on the roof of the angular blocky buildings. Below us, the samok had paced so much around the cage, it had ground the grassy earth into tilled soil. Sensing us above, it leaped almost to the top of the structure in a single bound. Its claws clacked against the stone, and clung to the wall, readying itself for a climb to kill us all until it heard a two-toned beep from the collar fastened about its neck. It dropped, grumbling and probably fantasizing about murdering us all when we weren’t looking.

“Why did it not attempt to kill us?” the envoy asked.

I pointed to darkened spots on the wall and the two cargo boxes shoved between the buildings to form an enclosure for the animal. “Those are control sensors for the livestock collar.” I motioned to my own neck and then pointed back at the cat. “The collar is set to read the diameter of the enclosure and three meters up. Anything after that and the cat receives a scalder pulse.”

“What is a scalder?” Negasi asked.

“Non-lethal weapon that projects an energy pulse activating the nerve endings. Though it causes no physical damage, your brain is convinced it’s being seared.”

Negasi patted the revolver on his hip. “Ah. We have something similar with our weapons. A type of ammunition that contains varying toxins that are not lethal and lead to control.”

I looked to Malik after that tidbit of knowledge, but the man continued his new friendship with the pseudo androids he’d been talking to earlier. If he was concerned by anything Negasi said, he wasn’t showing it.

“Is that where our guardian shot the animal? The black mark on its hip?” Negasi asked.

“We’ve already treated the samok’s wounds,” I said. “Surprisingly, it was already healing on its own when we applied our medications. What do your pistols fire?”

Negasi reached behind his back and under his robes, then handed his weapon to me. The handle was some sort of petrified wood or bone, and despite our hands being so different, it fit mine as though it were crafted to do so. The weight was considerably heavier than the Zed-Sixes we carried. It had a front sight post but none on the rear, which was peculiar to me. Etched into the casing of the metal was the most incredible filigree I’d ever seen. The patterns and waves in the steel were beyond beautiful in a way only nature was usually clever enough to craft.

“It’s cresh-steel,” Negasi said. “We take the material and toss it into a vat of specialized worms found only on Heperno-7. They exert a magnetic force through bioelectricalal output that compresses the metal and leaves the designs you see there. If not for the worms, the weapon would be twice as heavy and would look nowhere near so beautiful. The rounds inside have a small reservoir that bursts on impact, assisting in penetration with a powerful acid. It strains the imagination to think this creature is resistant to our ammunition.”

“Faebos is a dangerous place, sir,” I said. “Our relationship with the locals has gone a long way to helping us survive it.”

“You said locals,” Negasi said. “I take it to mean the former miners?”

I motioned for everyone to back away from the edge so we could continue our conversation without further agitating the samok. “No, sir. A native race who lives in harmony with the planet. They camp close to the mining colony.”

“And they have no trouble with you living on their planet?” the envoy asked.

“We’ve built on the trust they had with the miners,” I said. “Our relationship is complicated, but I think it will ultimately be fruitful for us both.”

Negasi effected a tired smile. “I hope you come to feel that way of us.” He clasped his hands. “Commander, we have nowhere to go other than three planetary prospects on this side of the wormhole. Do you think your locals would object to us sharing some of their planet as well?”

I shared his expression. “The society structure is tribal and they hold to their traditions, but they’re a pretty accepting lot, as long as you act polite. Of course, the only way to find out is to find out.”

“Your plan is good for us,” the prime minister agreed. “But first, if you have no objections we will take scans of this animal and samples of its injury from our weapons. Will you kill it?”

“No, sir.” I said, interested by the fact the leader of the supposed Lenzaab future government was deferring to my judgment and permissions rather than his own. “We’ll return it to the planet.”

Negasi half bowed and extended his hand as though we were being welcomed as dignitaries. “Before that time, would you allow us to introduce you to the Lenzaaban of tomorrow?”


CHAPTER 8

PREDAXES



“Iwould feel more confident about this if you were coming with me,” I said to Malik.

“Eyes open. Head on a swivel, as they say,” Malik said, taking my Zed-Six from me. “We still don’t know their politics or if they even are who they say they are. You sure you want to ride down to the planet with them?”

I stripped the magazines from my armor’s utility belt and handed them over as well. “It’s not like we have the room for forty thousand people here on PS-12. They’re going to catch me up with things during our flight and park their Colony ship in orbit over the planet. You good with your end?”

Malik shrugged. “I got the easy part. The envoy and a group of golens accompany me down to the planet to meet with the Olyrii tribal council.”

“What’s a golen?” I asked.

“It’s what they call the bodyguards we’ve seen on both occasions,” Malik said. “The loose translation to something in our language would be construct. They don’t use androids like we do. Instead, they grow them for the purpose.”

“But they’re alive,” I guessed.

“Oh, yeah,” Malik confirmed. “Very much so. But they have no rights or anything because the Visitors view them as property. Like a well-trained pet or your SIN-Link. Pretty much standard thinking for a Lenzaab.”

“Not funny,” I said in my best Lenzaab officer voice. “Just be careful.”

“What could go wrong?” Malik asked. “I mean, it’s not like they’re taking my guns.”

“Now, that was funny. I’ll see you in a few days as long as nothing goes wrong.”

“No chance of that happening.”

At that, Malik stepped away to lead his own personal group of Lenzaab Visitors into the station.

A hulking man with a military crew cut wearing the Visitor soldier armor stepped up to greet me as I approached their shuttle. “Greetings.”

I looked down to see he was holding a transvox-coder as he spoke. Opening my palm to him, he handed me the creature. A pit of anxiety formed in my chest at the thought of letting the venomous biotech sting pump toxins into my brain. In fact, the more I thought about it, the less I wanted to do it, but they weren’t wearing our SIN-Links, so this would have to do.

“Thank you for the warm welcome,” I said in my language and then in his. “What should I be doing?”

The man took the box back and gestured to one of the double-thumbed golens. “This is Aezin-Four-Seven. She shall be your guide and protector on the Ark of Remembrance.”

It surprised me to hear the golen bio-android was female. There had been a female in the batch accompanying the ambassador wearing my name, but it still struck me as odd seeing as how our manechs were only built using the male form.

The statuesque alien stepped to me, nodding her reception of orders to the soldier.

“Can I give this to her?” I shook my head, forgetting to take the transvox before speaking. They might not have gotten that I wanted to give the android a comm bead for translation.

When I took the box back, I repeated the question, only it was Aezin-Four-Seven who answered. “I am instructed to obey you while on the Ark, Commander Predaxes.”

“Thank you, Aezin-Four-Seven. Did I say that correctly?”

The golen nodded. “Yes, sir. It is our pronunciation for the phonetic, Asedo. You may call me Asedo-Four-Seven if that is more appropriate to your needs.”

“No. Aezin is fine,” I said, a bit surprised at her attention to my ease of communication. “Shall we?” I gestured to the shuttle.

The foreign soldier posted in our path nodded and let me pass, wearing an approving smile on his face. He said something in his language, which my own translation protocol listed as calling the unit to attention. The men outside the shuttle snapped to, holding out their strange, cresh-steel weapons at present arms.

They were saluting me as we boarded the ship.

“That’s interesting,” I said out loud, although I was really talking to myself.

“What do you find strange, Commander Predaxes?” Aezin asked.

“The way these men look at me. It’s like they’re showing respect.”

“They are,” she replied. “You are their ancestor who has conquered an alien planet for the Lenzaaban Collective and secured a home for them among the rogue stars. You are a hero to them.”

“That’s not really how that went down,” I said, turning to find Aezin staring at the floor. When I stopped talking, she looked up at me as though she was expecting to find something there on the metal underfoot. I almost started looking at the deck plates myself when it clicked. I laughed. “I’m sorry. That was an expression. I meant to say that is not how events transpired.”

Aezin’s appearance was hazy behind her face shield, making it mostly unreadable. “I understand. I am logging your response as a check on learning for this unit. I will be ready in case something goes down again.”

I couldn’t help but laugh again at that. Not only did she catalog what I’d said, she used it herself. And properly. “That is very good, Aezin. I hope we continue to learn from each other.”

“Yes, Commander,” Aezin said. “But you should also endeavor to use my complete identity number as there are other Aezin models in the Collective. Also, please step through the hatch.”

Seems my guide didn’t want me holding up our flight time. I passed through the angular portal. Since I knew their ships were organic, I half expected the decking to spongy, like stepping on moss back home. The flooring was, in fact, hard as I stepped up into the shuttle. It was set up much like our own ship-to-ship transports: boxy, with plenty of room for cargo and personnel, except this particular model inclined toward the back where a much larger ramp must’ve opened. Ahead of me, a group of soldiers were already strapped into their bench-style seating against what I hoped was a bulkhead.

“Is the ship alive?” I asked my guide.

“Yes, sir,” she answered flatly. Instead of giving me the lowdown on bio-mechanical constructs, Aezin gestured me to sit beside one of the troopers and helped to strap me in. My SIN-Link translated the soldiers speaking around me, keying me on their respect for Aezin-Four-Seven. Apparently, despite being a genetically grown construct, she enjoyed a fair bit of camaraderie among them.

“A-Four-Sev,” one said, “is that really the ancient Lenzaab we found?”

“I hear he fought off an alien tiger. Is that true?” asked another.

“Better not lose him, A-Four-Sev, wouldn’t want the commander to dismantle you right into a stew pot!”

That last quip brought more than a round of laughter through the bay as they knuckle bumped her fist in what I took as a sign of respect. In all these years, soldiers hadn’t changed one bit. The funny part came in hearing her reply to the last comment. The translator in my link let me in on a joke about how the stewpot soldier wasn’t man enough to handle how spicy she would be.

“I see you smiling,” Aezin asked, spinning on me. “Can you understand us?”

“Yes, ma’am.” I pointed to the link in my ear. “This lets me hear translations of what’s being said. I hope that doesn’t seem like I’m spying. Your superiors are aware of our technology.”

She nodded once, then tugged on my harness. “Make sure this is applied tightly. Sometimes such short flights can be turbulent.”

In a moment, the last of the military contingent locked themselves into their seats and issued reports to their superiors. The final report ended with the large man who’d assigned my protector. The translator system identified him as Master Sergeant Makenna. As he was about to take his own seat, the NCO snapped to attention and greeted the prime minister walking from the cockpit.

“Is our guest secure?” Negasi asked the master sergeant.

“Yes, sir. We’ve assigned golen Aezin-Four-Seven to him for the duration of his stay.”

“Did he ask to take any weapons on board?” Negasi asked, low. Perhaps our Visitors knew about my translator, but not about the helmet’s sound amplifier and dampeners. Oddly timed, Aezin looked at me. I didn’t meet her eyes.

“Negative, sir,” Makenna said. “I watched him strip his weapons and hand them to the other man. Four-Seven confirmed this.”

“Good, Master Sergeant. I’ll see you on the other side.” Negasi nodded to me before exiting the back half of the craft.

He was barely out of sight before I felt the gravity shift to zero. A heaving sound drifted through the craft, followed by a faint thrumming rhythm I could just barely make out with the help of my helmet’s sound amplification.

“Is that a heartbeat?” I asked Aezin.

She removed a shiv of clear resin from her armored sleeve and held it in front of me. “Complete respiration for the craft. A system not unlike a heart circulates the vital fluids through the craft while its breathing provides a stable atmosphere inside.”

The piece of resin produced a haze around her hand, solidifying into a particulate saturated screen over her. The screen resolved itself into a representation of the craft, complete with vital statistics on how they grew it.

“It’s like a plant with some animal qualities. This is unreal,” I commented.

Aezin scrolled through several screens. Though I couldn’t read any of the words displayed, the visual made it clear that the particles had a three-dimensional quality reminiscent of the best entertainment devices from the Centridium. Eventually, she arrived at a screen that went into more depth about our shuttle.

“Okay. So more like a sea anemone,” I observed.

Suddenly, the pit of my stomach dropped as a wave of gravity like several g-forces washed over the passenger bay. There was no feeling of engines throttling up or the thrust of a main drive cell pushing us out of the station toward their Ark. Instead, I felt heavy, as though we were climbing high into atmo under regular engines I couldn’t hear or feel through the hull.

After a few moments of flight, the world around me fell away from my feet, as though one of our station trams failed in full gravity and I was just entering free fall. It struck me that the last thing I’d eaten had been a ration meal aboard the Fat Bird on our way to Purgatory Station. My empty stomach threatened to share its complement of bile across the deck unless the feeling passing over me stopped here and now.

Luckily, the craft’s weird respiration slowed, and no one sitting beside me would have to witness me throwing up inside my helmet. The strange on-again, off-again feeling of gravity abated until I felt a heavy thud beneath my feet.

Makenna was up first, sticking his head past the strange epiglottal hatches that seemed to be the staple along the ship. Returning after a handful of seconds, he raised his hand, palm up in the universal sign for “get up and get out.”

“We do not have to wait for the soldiers,” Aezin said. “You are free to move however you like.”

“Should I wait for the prime minister?” I asked.

“You are free to move however you like,” Aezin repeated.

I stepped through what looked like gill slits, then down the ramp into something out of a fever dream. A cavernous vehicle bay stretched for a kilometer in either direction. If I had to guess, it was as large as the mining crater where we’d fought the spider-legged creatures on Faebos. The decking appeared as a type of polished stone with minor discolorations in spots. Perhaps some form of natural pigmentation? Multiple levels housed ships in a variety of configurations and sizes like books on a shelf.

Up ahead, what I could only describe as a crab—easily a meter and a half tall—walked across the deck with its front two legs skewered through a container. On its back, soldiers and deck workers added cargo to it as it passed. The sheer weight it must have been carrying could rival any power loader we had on Faebos. Something like pity for it built inside of me for each bit of cargo thrown on top as its legs adjusted for the added weight.

A buzzing wave passed over me, adding pressure to my sinus as I felt—rather than heard—a message going out across the bay. Two landing pads over from us, crewmen changed their work detail, perhaps in response to whatever was said.

Even the light in here was strange. It wasn’t as intense as the hyper super-crystal dispersing casters we had on the station or the flood lights on Faebos. The tones were more muted, but in a way that seemed to magnify all the details. Where our lights created as bright an environment as possible, this was more like early evening sunlight. Plenty of illumination to see by, but not blinding like the midday sun.

“Impressive, no?” Negasi said from beside me.

“Exceedingly so,” I agreed. “This is carved from an asteroid?”

“Yes” the prime minister said. “We find one the size to suit our needs, shape it, then cast the bio-engineers over it to grow the shell that protects us and allows us to run all the required systems. It really is a marvel. But come along now. Follow me.”

We crossed the bay, encountering hosts of people who saluted the prime minister as he passed. For his part, he returned everyone. Anyone who stopped him to talk, he spoke with, albeit briefly, before getting under way again. He directed me to a lift, whose doors irised open like a heart ventricle.

Stepping inside, the iris sealed us in and we were off. I hadn’t seen the prime minister or Aezin touch the buttons built into the cresh-steel housing, so either one of them hit the controls via his armor or someone was watching and knew where to send us. The hatch flashed open to reveal a set of doors carved in beautiful relief showing a pair of muscular men wielding hammers in one hand and flags bearing symbols I didn’t recognize in the other. Two armed golen guards stood outside and snapped their long rifles adorned in more of the cresh-steel, then parted the doors for the prime minister to enter.

Beyond was a spacious office, replete with a desk, a massive meeting table off to the side in an elevated alcove, and shelving with all makes and manners of personal belongings. Strange sports paraphernalia and certificates of achievement hung on the walls beside pictures of places and families that must’ve been dear to this man.

An older-looking golen woman wearing a white gown and a head dress stepped out from an alcove and approached the prime minister. “Welcome, Prime Minister Negasi. I see by the Lenzaab in ancient armor that your negotiations with the primitives were a success.”

“Aezin-One, may I present my not-so-primitive new friend, Commander Benjamin Predaxes,” Negasi said through a politician’s grin.

“Ah,” Aezin-One said. “So he has already learned our language and I have just insulted our guest.”

I looked to Four-Seven for a way to respond, and she immediately understood my dilemma. “Speak directly to anyone you would like to converse with, and I will translate for you.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Aezin-One,” I said.

The female golen approached, and seeing her up close was as marvelous as seeing any bit of the rest of this for the first time. She had wrinkles and laugh lines, and she walked with a stoop in her posture, as though she were visited by old age like any Lenzaab. Her violet eyes were stunning and piercing all at once, with an intensity I’d only seen in certain predators and some of my soldier’s ex-wives.

“It is never a pleasure to meet a golen, Commander,” she said, as though it were a codified law somewhere. “Have you not deigned to use the transvox-coders we have provided you?”

“We were, but then a monster tried to eat through my station, so we had to improvise.”

“Ah,” Aezin-One said, as though the simple grunt was the answer to everything. Turning to the prime minister, she asked, “Did you bring the data on how the animal was able to ignore the effects of the amarex rounds?”

“Just exactly who is in charge here, my friend?” Negasi said playfully. He held out a piece of resin to her and played the age-old joke of yanking it back when she tried to reach for it.

“It was not funny before you became the prime minister, and it is not funny now,” she said before snatching the offered bit of tech from her boss. “Your meals have been laid out for you.”

Negasi motioned for me to follow. He climbed into the long meeting table set into the alcove. “Please. I had the chefs cook up something quick, just fuel to keep us going for a bit longer. If it is to your liking, I would let you eat and retire to a room of your choosing so we may continue our talks and learning of each other after some much-needed rest.”

“That sounds amazing,” I said, truly grateful to have an opportunity to shut my eyes. “Thank you. How long until you’re planning to depart my station for Faebos?”

“As soon as we have adjusted charts to make the journey.” Lifting a lid from a serving dish, Negasi removed a part of a sandwich, nearly spilling the contents from the bread onto the floor. He was quick to cup his hand under it and then hover over a plate for his first bite. “You have to be careful around that one. She’s worse than my wife.”

He jabbed a finger at the android working at the main desk at the far end of the room, hovering intently over the data he’d brought her.

“I know I’m going to ask this a lot while here, but… are they like our manechs or are they alive?” I asked.

Negasi took another bite, and motioned me to do the same with any number of dishes laid out on the table. “Before I was born, all the tech you know and enjoy was outlawed as part of a brave new initiative for the Collective. We’d failed to heed the warnings of our Colonies and many worlds were poisoned. Part of this new way forward was to destroy all serving manechs and replace them with something organic.”

“From the tone in your voice, it sounds as if that didn’t go as planned.”

“Not even close,” Negasi affirmed with a laugh. “A group of colonists tried to revolt rather than give them up, citing them as necessary and respected parts of their culture. Some even went so far as to emancipate them. In the end, it degenerated into war. The very Colonies who’d warned us about our energy practices also didn’t want to give up their tech, and joined them. It was a very dark time, but as is our way, we’ve convinced the people for the need to be a unified whole and we embraced what we now have.”

I pulled a cover from a serving dish and nearly fell over from the smell. “Is this real Amdien Shepherd’s Pie?”

“Please. Enjoy,” he said.

The flavors were slightly off from what I remembered, but after eating rations and Malik’s fire-seared lizard meat, it was a slice of heaven-kissed home I hadn’t expected.

Negasi seemed pleased when he saw my eyes nearly roll to the back of my skull. After letting me savor a few bites, he continued. “We needed a manech alternative and our scientists engineered cross-speciation through several experiments that led to the first generation of golen synthetic workers. They had incredibly short life spans and possessed only the base intelligence of a simian, but the fact we grew a living being hardcoded with embedded cyber-biotic enhancements was a giant leap forward toward our new way. It set the stage for all of our current technology. So by way of a long answer made longer by talking while I chew, yes, they are alive, but as beings grown and not born. At least, the first few generations, anyway.”

I almost choked on my meat pie. “Is that why you have golen in both sexes. They can reproduce?”

“The tech to grow them required incredible-sized facilities,” the prime minister explained as he downed the last part of his sandwich. “We could get them to breed and then put them in an incubator with a cortibax-inducer. Then, in six months, we have a fully developed golen without the need for the abundance of real estate.”

“I feel like a primitive looking at an airplane for the first time,” I said through a mouthful of food.

He stood from the table, reaching for a decanter where he poured the best smelling kava I’d ever smelled into a cup. “It’s not magic, Commander. Just science that’s new to you. Just listen to me speaking to you. I’ve been learning your language with every word I speak by wearing a coder in my armor and I’ve been practicing ever since you loaned your data pad to Lillan.”

“It is amazing,” I agreed, and it was. He went from the man stammering to find the right words, to someone speaking my language as if he had been his whole life.

“Look, I meant what I said earlier, Ben. Can I call you, Ben? I need a home for my people and if Faebos can host us, this can be a new start for the Lenzaaban Collective.”

I put my eating utensil down. “I don’t own the planet, and with what I’m seeing, it’s not like I could stop you if I wanted to. There’s plenty of room for all of us on Faebos. The biggest hurdle will be the resettled prison population from the station, and the guards they’ve worked beside since we went missing on this side of the wormhole. It’s no longer as simple as Colonials and Lenzaabs. We’ve built something new, and I have to respect that to respect the sacrifices we’ve already made.”

“You’ve lost people?” Negasi said, handing me a cup of kava.

I took the cup, savored a taste, and set it down to make my point. “We have. But we’ve also made some inroads with the native population, and together I think we can all make something worthwhile from Faebos, especially with your technology. If home is truly gone for all of us, it’s all we have.”

“Then let’s make the most of it,” Negasi said.


CHAPTER 9

MALIK



“It feels cold and devoid of sensation,” Lillan Predaxes said as she pressed her hand to the bulkhead.

“It won’t once we take off,” I said, motioning for her to step aside as manechs loaded another cargo box into the Fat Bird. The androids secured the locker in place using their programmed speed and efficiency with every movement. They left the ship as mirror images of each other, turning and pivoting in sync to exit the space when they were mission complete.

“They seem so mechanical, even though they have their helmets off and I can see what is underneath,” Lillan said.

“Well, they were made to Lenzaab standard, this time’s Lenzaab standard, so they are pretty subpar when compared to what we made in the free territories,” I offered. “Not that the free territories didn’t fabricate stuff with its share of glitches, but on the whole, when you have companies competing for your credits, you generally come out with better stuff.”

“Ah,” Lillan uttered in a sort of feigned attempt to hide her disdain. “Non-Collective-controlled markets.”

“Don’t knock it till you try it, sister,” I offered shuffling her to another part of the deck.

“We are not siblings,” she said.

I nodded. “Just a term of endearment.”

“I understand. As if to imply we are as close as brother and sister. Yes?”

“Something like that,” I said, not wanting her to realize the way I used it was far more casual than her definition.

Thankfully, Eight-Six walked up the cargo ramp and stopped just beside us.

I put a hand on the android’s shoulder. “Hey there, trouble tech. What’s cooking?”

The android motioned to a stack of boxes up against the bulkhead before offering up a case. “I have the required amount of anesthetics for your trip. You must change the cartridge once every twenty-four hours, and the urine collection pack must be exchanged at the same time. You have nine point one hours before you must change it again.”

I took the case and jokingly offered it to the envoy. When she recoiled at the notion she’d have to deal with anything concerning bodily waste, it was hard not to laugh while speaking. “Well, I guess that’s my job, then. Thanks, Eight-Six.”

“Why would you hand those items to me?” Lillan asked.

“Lenzaaban no fredda ami jalpa?” I asked in return.

Her face scrunched up before returning to an air of imperiousness as a state official. “I commend you for your efforts to learn our language, Mr. Malik. And to answer your question, no, Lenzaaban has not banned humor. Your joke with the case just wasn’t very funny.”

I tapped the top cover and motioned for her to sit. “Tough room. We’re bringing some rations, equipment, and meds back to Faebos along with our friend behind the crates. You’re free to inspect the samok if you like. Just don’t touch it. The last thing we need is to have it suddenly become aware it’s not in a warren and try to smash through the bars.”

“Where will you be?” she asked.

“Up there in the cockpit. You’re more than welcome to join me,” I said.

She looked around the bay, holding her gaze on this item or that, then said, “Can my guards come?”

“It’s a pilot, copilot kind of setup. Not a lot of room for them. Unless you’re afraid to be alone with me?”

“I think I shall remain here, for the time being,” she said, sitting against the bulkhead on the cargo seat.

This was gonna be a long three days.
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“Good morning,” I said to the envoy. “You’re up early.”

“There is not much for me to do back here except study the notes on the Olyrii that you gave to me. And I must admit, I am not yet fluent in your written word. So, I turned in early to get a good rest. Thank you for the notes. What I can make out are proving most enlightening.”

“I can help you, if you’d like?” I offered.

“No, thank you. I’ll manage.”

I couldn’t help but feel like I was being given the cold shoulder. Though I’d give the woman the benefit of the doubt. Not everyone could adapt as quickly as me to the idea of being lost to everyone and everything they’d ever known. I had no one to miss back home, and this sure as the Five Fires beat being a prisoner.

“Good deal,” I answered, setting down the case I was carrying to unstrap one side of a cargo container. Almost immediately, the two golen stepped up behind me. “You two need something?”

Both had their helmets off, heads tilted the same way manechs did when they didn’t understand something—a flat, blank stare until we gave them some clarification. Whoever designed or poured these two from a container must’ve given them an upgrade, because they didn’t wait for me to spell out my position.

It was the large male who spoke first. “Sir, we notice you are attempting to move an item that is far beyond your capacity to lift from its current position. We will move it for you.”

“Hold on, there, tall, ashy, and broody. What do they call you?” I asked.

“I am Saegan-Nine-Nine. And this is my partner, Saegan-Nine-Four.” Though he spoke in my language, I noticed he used their designation for the letter S opposed to ours, Sigmar. Still, seemed my passengers had been busy during the first part of the flight.

“What do you call each other?” I asked.

Some of the guys in the Colonial military used to trip out on capturing Lenzaab manechs. They were programmed so dryly and lacked cognitive aim toward anything resembling two-way respect, that if you asked them a personal question, they nearly shut down. Giving them a personality upgrade and sending them back to the Collective was the highlight of certain Ransacker manech-wranglers’ day.

“For example, your boss scowling over there at me calls me Mr. Malik. That’s good and proper and all, but I usually like to be called by a shorten version of my given name: Sam.”

Ninety-Nine looked to his partner for clarification before asking, “What is your full given name?”

“Well, it’s Samea. I was named for my great grandfather, a Lenzaab of some renown,” I offered.

“You are a Lenzaab?” Lillan asked.

“I was until I started thinking for myself.” I removed a cartridge from the pack and finished hipping the cargo container we’d put in front of the samok to hide it from everything else in the ship. “Now, I don’t know what your Lenzaaban Collective was like, but mine liked to oppress and control anyone who didn’t agree with them, namely the territorial Colonies in fringe space. That wasn’t something I could support. Lenzaabs during my time were always sure of their superiority until someone said no and punched them in the face.”

I gestured with an anesthesia pack in one hand and a urine collection pack in the other. “As for you two, you are my guests, and thus, while I appreciate the offer to help, I enjoy the exercise in moving the container myself. Which brings me back to my other question. What do you call each other?”

The blank stares pretty much indicated these two genetic experiments standing in front of me were either lacking the ability to wing it, or they were just afraid their Lenzaab master would find out they could.

“Well, from my studies,” I started.

I slipped between the ring of cargo boxes we’d formed around the samok cage, changing out the anesthesia cartridge. Bending, I unhooked the hose for the urine-collection machine Lieutenant Bentras had fabricated for us from the med-bay, and had to laugh. This was the second time this woman had been associated with a hose running to certain parts, and I had to wonder if the universe was playing a joke on purpose. I slotted in the next collection pack and checked the animal’s nutrient solution bag, judging that I had another few hours before I had to change that one too.

“Sorry about that,” I began again. “So, from my studies, Saegan is your pronunciation for our letter S, which we use the phonetic Sigmar. I think that’s interesting because my favorite manech is named Sigmar-One-Four-One. We call him Sig. Would you be offended if I called you something familiar as well?”

The envoy set down the tablet I’d given her and leaned forward on her knees with a conspicuous look. “What is your fascination with nicknames?”

“Not sure I’d call it a fascination,” I said, climbing up from my spot between the boxes. “Just, we find it saves time. For instance, I might shorten your name and call you, Lill. It’s what we do.” I grunted as I dropped to the case on the floor.

I turned to find the envoy moving her mouth, tasting some sound or another just as her eyes misted. “I would prefer you call me Lillan, which is the name my mother gifted to me. You may also refer to me as Ambassador Predaxes, a title befitting my station and my purpose in the Lenzaaban Collective. They are Saegan-Nine-Nine and Saegan-Nine-Four. They need no further classification.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “Do you want to see it? The samok?”

The misty eyes turned to inquisitiveness, looking to the opening in the animal’s pen. She approached cautiously, drifting over the cargo bay as her armor didn’t come with magnetic grapplers to keep her to the deck. Gripping onto the exterior cargo boxes, she poked her head through the space.

The animal rested in its reinforced steel cage on a memory gel mat set into the floor. Keeping it in place, I’d wrapped it in a cargo sheet, a type of nonabrasive sheer fabric that helped us keep fragile items pressed to the deck in zero-g. A respiration monitor was connected to the cage, along with a urine cycler, drug inducer, and a nutrient-rich hydration pack whose tube ran under the mesh.

The samok’s back expanded, heaving in a titanic breath that ended in an unconscious sigh. It’s angular, swept-back horns tapped against the bars as it breathed, making tinkling sounds. The mesh crinkled a bit as the spines along the creature’s back flexed, prompting the ambassador to back off.

“The Olyrii call it a goli. It really doesn’t translate well into our language. When we asked what it meant, they just pointed and said, ‘it means that.’”

She found the comment amusing and covered her smile, almost ashamed that she revealed her teeth in anything but a snarl. “How do you live beside such an animal?”

“We have a pretty good understanding on the planet. We let it hunt the Lenzaabs we didn’t like and it left us alone.”

“You can’t be serious,” she huffed, the horror in her face spreading to concern on the faces of her guardians.

“I’ve watched the Collective during my time commit unspeakable atrocities to people, all in the name of control,” I declared, abandoning any sense of civility. “That behavior followed us to Faebos, where I watched a Lenzaab officer murder two men for trying to help in a way she didn’t approve of.”

A slight tick. She had it at the corner of her left eye. Her golens were stone-faced, but her tell was as plain to me as a sunrise on Faebos. It was also something I was completely afraid I’d find during our time together.

At least, I knew.

“But I’m sure that’s not you,” I continued. “Four hundred years is a long time for the Collective to have espoused new philosophies and entertain new ideas. And the best part is that Faebos is a new start for all of us.”

I mimicked my politician father’s best smile and motioned for her to come away from the samok’s cage. When I grunted to put it back, Saegan-Nine-Nine added his considerable strength to the task, and we had the box back in place in short order.

“Thank you, sir,” I said, patting him on the shoulder. His face turned severe. I pulled my hand away. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“You didn’t offend him,” Lillan said, in the midst of wrestling some emotion back into place after our talk. “It isn’t customary to treat them as you would a person.”

I collected the things from the floor and gestured for the envoy to recover her seat.

“Ah,” I said, imitating the disgusted way she’d said it earlier.
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“Good morning, sunshine!” came the call through the comms. “Did you pick up them magazines I asked you about. You know, the ones I keep hidden under my bunk?”

I laughed at Haeber, a Colonial operator working the situation and tactical control center. “STC, this is Fat Bird One Heavy making for approach to you on transmitted vector. Waiting for guidance and tracking for burn through atmo, over.”

“Copy, Fat Bird One Heavy, I have you locked into guidance and am steering you to alternate approach. There’s a storm over Shadaloa. It shouldn’t reach us for a few more hours but best to bring you in along alternate track.”

“Roger, STC. Good Copy, see you when I see you,” I said. “Magazines in tow.”

“Before you go, there’s someone here who wants to say hi.”

Lillan poked her head through the cockpit entry, gripping tightly to the hatch rails.

“Best to sit in the copilot’s chair and have Nine-Nine and Nine-Four buckle into their seats. This can get bumpy,” I told her.

While the envoy situated herself, the comms chimed again. “Little Brother, I am watching your flying box on your hard water show plate. You are very close to us now. We have heard much of your trip.”

Kuchec, my adopted sister in the Olyrii tribes, was always fun to talk to about our technology. But the hint was there. She wanted to know if the reports we’d sent back over the last few days had spelled out trouble for us on Faebos.

Jin harop kee math eeradek, I said, grateful for not having programmed what I knew of the Olyrii language into the SIN-Link for Lillan to hear.

“Understood,” Matron Kuchec said. “I will see you soon.”

Lillan slithered into the chair opposite me, easily tacking into the seat’s H-harness. It swung her forward where she got her first full look at the marvel that was Faebos. A glorious blue glow surrounded lush greens and rich browns topped by fluffy white clouds throughout the planet’s atmosphere. Lillan’s eyes were widening to their breaking point, as though she’d never seen a planetary approach before.

“First time in the front seats?” I asked.

“As an ambassador, I am rarely invited to anywhere that would have afforded me this kind of view. Also, it is not permitted for us to be in the cabin with the pilots.”

“No one to tell you no here.” I laughed and positioned an overlay onto the viewscreen. “That’s where we’re gonna drop into. That’s the Colonial mining base. And that dark and stormy place over there is Shadaloa. That’s where the Olyrii on this continent live.”

“Is it always so turbulent?” she asked.

“Nah, they’re just having a rainy day is all,” I said, removing the overlay. I keyed in the new track for approach and checked the guidance array was functioning properly. “We’re gonna fly around it, so you might not be able to see the storm, but it rains all the time down there, so you won’t miss it for long. You want to take us in?”

“Take us in?”

“Fly us down. Would you like to take the controls?” I motioned to the stick.

Her head whipped toward me, the fear and excitement dancing across her face like a herd of bulleks. “I am not trained.”

“It’s not like I’m gonna have you land us,” I confirmed. “Just take control while we enter the upper atmosphere. Like I said, there’s no one here to tell you no.”

“What… what do I do?” she asked, moving her hands around as if searching for something.

It was funny to hear her say it in her language while the translator in my SIN-Link rattled off the translation. An AI-generated voice, pushing her words into mine with the intensity of a wet blanket, while she sounded terrified. I bet right now she was wishing she had the intestinal fortitude of her two guards. That is, if they had any intestines.

I pointed to the control systems and showed her the track display. STC’s guidance coordinates had generated a directional track for us to follow that would take us around the storm and make insertion through atmo at the opportune moment where the atmosphere was less likely to bake us to a crisp during the long fall. She nodded to my direction, taking hold of the controls and breathing like she might be taking her last lungfuls for a while.

To make matters worse, I might’ve made a show of releasing my grip on the controls in front of me.

The ship bucked—something she wasn’t expecting. Me laughing didn’t help as she glared at me. I snatched the controls back and motioned for Lillan to hold to hers at the same time. When I needed to adjust something, I wanted her to feel it mimicked in her stick, which I left active. I released a bit of tension, letting her riding of the system transfer to me. When she was too far off course, I added a little more pressure to my side of the flight. Within a few minutes, she not only had us on a smooth approach, but started asking questions about the various ship functions she couldn’t read.

“Not bad,” I congratulated. “Okay, I’m taking the stick back to my side. We might buck and bump a little on the way down. It’s normal. The only thing not normal is that samok in the back. Just in case that thing wakes up, how do golens taste?”

“How would I know, Mr. Malik?” she shrieked as she jerked her hands away from the controls. “We don’t eat them.”

I think I blinked once or twice in her direction to see if she got the hint.

“Oh. More of your humor,” she said with a long sigh.

“STC to Fat Bird One Heavy. I’m seeing some strange track readings in your approach,” Haerber called through the comms.

“STC, this is One Heavy. Sorry about that. I had my passenger drive us to the curb so I could get out and take a leak.”

“Stay on track,” Haeber laughed into the comms. “STC, out.”

“A leak?” Lillan asked.

I pointed to the viewscreen. I’d rather she take in the beauty of Faebos on approach than have to explain that last one. The front of the shuttle glowed ever so slightly with the heat baffles and energy depletion screens flaring to take on the heavy atmospheric friction. While we adjusted our angle of approach to minimize the burn, I wondered how the Visitors’ tech handled stuff like that, or if they just floated close to the planet and jumped.

It would be interesting to find out.

“Is the ship supposed to do that?” Lillan asked, pointing to the flaming metal.

Her look of concern added some weight to my jump out theory. I tapped my hand toward a part of the instrument panel. “On every trip to Faebos, I’ve never had a shuttle catch fire all the way.”

“How many trips have you made?” she asked.

“Two, counting this one.” It took every ounce of strength not to laugh my lungs through my nose on that one.

The heated glow of reentry abated as we descended into the clouds. Hard metal ticking in the hull pounded as we passed through the thick vapor turning to beads of rain washing over the viewscreen. Each ping of the hull cooling seemed to increase her anxiety and her grip on the copilot’s chair, as I could practically hear her knuckles tightening over the seat.

We exited the cloud cover into level before descending to three hundred meters off the deck. It cast a deep gray over the jungle canopy, a promise of a drink to a world of vegetation and animals below. Dozens of kilometers away, a deep overcast hummed with several peals thunder after lightning flashed through the storm clouds.

“We should make the base just before those clouds roll in,” I pointed out. “If you look where the storm is heaviest, you can see a mountain that looks like a bunch of fingers sticking up. That’s Shadaloa, the home of the Olyrii.”

She was about to lean forward when her shoulder arm clacked against her restraints. Rather than have her continue to struggle, I brought up the feed from the front of the aircraft to her forward display.

“It is amazing how the lightning is drawn through the peaks,” she gasped.

“That’s not the only thing drawn there. Thar be monsters in them thar hills,” I said, hoping the translator she wore got the gist of what I meant versus what I said.

Throttling down, we began our descent into the base. Landing lights flashed in rhythms a more seasoned pilot than myself would recognize, but to me, they only meant: don’t land on anything sticking up. I caught sight of the manech with the light wands, waving me into the landing pad. I risked a look over to my copilot—she was maxing out her reach against the straps, trying every which way to see out of the screen.

“Use this toggle, here. That will allow you to rotate the view,” I said.

We passed over the perimeter wall, beyond the sentry guns and the STC tower toward the landing pad. A crew of orange jumpsuited personnel waited near one of the warehouses, primed about cargo trucks and loader mechs ready to do the heavy lifting for our contents. A series of black-and-gray-armored guardsmen waited just beyond with a squad of manechs, hopefully ready to receive the tiger we had in our hold.

The heavy thump rattled the craft as I set the landing gear on the deck, prompting me to equalize the vehicle to the outside environment as I finished my post-landing checks to shut the bird down.

“Ambassador Lillan, I would highly advise you wear your helmets and use your armor’s internal atmosphere until you become accustomed to the planet.”

“I will do as you do,” she said.

“Even I have to wear mine since I’ve been off-planet for over a week,” I said. “C’mon. Let’s go meet the neighbors.”

The ramp lowered to the smiling, bearded face of a giant orange jumpsuit. The man slapped his hand into mine, and I swear the act of doing so loosened my spine a bit.

“What’s the word, little brother?” Calvo said. “You bring my other brother, Revas, any alien hotties to fawn over?”

When I recovered my bearings from the epic Marine Corps hug I’d received at the end of the handshake, I stumbled back a bit to motion to the golen walking down the ramp. “Nope on the alien hotties, but I brought Revas a pair of bio-androids. One is even a female.”

“Don’t tell him that. He’ll be all about the new experiences.” Then he leaned in. “Say, do they also have two thumbs?”

I waved off the question, “Calvo, let me introduce Saegan-Nine-Nine and Saegan-Nine-Four.

“That’s quite a grip,” Calvo said, nodding his approval as he tested the alien android’s grip. “And whoa, little lady, you too.” He winked at me. “It is very nice to meet you both. We got the report about you coming to visit and we were very excited.”

For their part, Nine-Nine and Nine-Four were at a loss for what to say as Calvo repeated the customary Marine hug to the two golens. Confused faces turned to half smiles as the affable yet hulking Marine stepped past.

“And this must be the ambassador we’ve heard so much about,” Calvo said.

I swept my hand the other way, clearing from the ramp to let the envoy make her way down. “Ambassador Lillan Predaxes, may I present former Colonial Marine Master Sergeant Nicolae Sebastian Calvo.”

She took his hand and gave it a firm shake. “Please.”

“Um, is she broken?” Calvo said with a smile.

“No. Still learning the language. I just pinged your SIN-Link,” I instructed. “Ambassador Lillan, he should be able to understand you now.”

“Thank you, Mr. Malik,” she said. “It is nice to meet you, Master Sergeant Calvo.”

“Now that’s out of the way,” Calvo said, turning to me. “Boss lady is on my six. She wants to secure you and our guests to get them out of the sun.”

“Thanks, Marine,” I said as Calvo motioned for his detail to file past into the bay.

“You too, Army,” he shot back.

I waved my people forward, making for the flight boss building just off the landing pad. The STC handled all incoming and outgoing traffic, but the Colony maintained a small arrival station with a command deck for logging arriving and departing personnel. We moved to the building, entering the airlock to change atmospheres to something more agreeable to first-time guests. My ears popped inside my helmet from the air cycler re-pressurization. I was careful to stand guard over the Visitors in case the process didn’t agree with them, but the only one who seem discomforted by the effect was Lillan. Though she did her best to keep from showing it.

I bet she was glad for the helmet now.

The hatch opened to the other side, revealing a waiting Lieutenant Volina. The hard-nosed Lenzaab Officer was out of her armor but in her grays, looking the epitome of military-tight with sharp angles to her uniform and hair pressed to her scalp.

“On behalf of Purgatory Base, I would like to welcome you to Faebos,” she said, extending a hand to the envoy.

Lillan stepped within a few paces to her remove her helmet, and took her hand. She sniffed several times before putting the lid under her arm. “Please.”

“It’s okay, Ambassador, I received Mr. Malik’s instructions you were still wearing one of our SIN-Linked headsets,” Volina offered.

“Thank you, Lieutenant. That makes things much easier. Thank you for your courtesy.”

Volina led them away from the airlock toward the command deck. “The station has a system of interconnected passages so once you’re inside the network, you shouldn’t have to expose yourself to the outside air. It takes most people a week before they can spend any length of time outside. Just know, it could take a month or more to be fully acclimated.”

“I can taste the planet in the air,” Lillan said. “Tangy. Almost like the ryfor fruit on the station.”

Volina pivoted the conversation back to the envoy. “And what did you think of PS-12?”

“It was marvelous,” Lillan said with wide eyes. “If only it were bigger, we’d be able to create a bridging point from our ship to the planet.”

“That would be quite the feat of engineering,” Volina said.

“Yes,” Lillan agreed simply.

Made me wonder just how advanced these people were.

We exited into the command deck, a large circular room with a digital data table at the center. Technicians in gray worked beside those in orange at command terminals orbiting the room’s core. At the far side of the room, a small contingent sat at a table, sipping steaming liquid in small, measured pulls.

The Visitors stopped as members of the Olyrii rose to greet them. Dressed in shimmering silks adorned by exotic accents, the towering—yet slender—Olyrii floated across the floor soundlessly. Like ghosts drifting through forest grounds, they avoided people and objects with practiced ease.

Wearing fire-hued silks and a black veil, the leader bent and took hold of my head by the back of my skull. We pressed our foreheads together in their customary greeting, though our eyes stayed fixed on the Visitors.

“We have much to discuss little brother,” Kuchec said in her melodic language.

I shifted to one side, letting the two ambassadors face each other. “Matron Kuchec, first voice of the Olyrii, may I present Ambassador Lillan Predaxes of the Lenzaaban Collective.”

Kuchec’s attention snapped to me upon hearing the envoy’s family name. “Predaxes, as in the same tribe as your commander?”

“I may yet be a distant ancestor,” Lillan said with a smile.

Kuchec’s reaction to her native speech wasn’t what I expected. She pulled back from the delegation, rising to her full height—which I took to be a display of aggression, from living with them for a time. The wispy tendrils on her back, usually fluttering to take in the essence of Faebos, wrapped close to her back as if to dissuade them from getting tangled in a fight.

Also not a good thing.

“Sister, would you care to tell me what has you upset?” I asked.

“Her speech is poison here, little brother,” Kuchec hissed, her hand already reaching for the wicked knife swathed in her sash.

“I don’t understand. She’s learning our language and using a translator,” I explained.

“No!” Kuchec barked.

The two golens stepped forward, occupying the space between the two women.

“Sister?” I said, using my annoyed big-boy voice. This was about to get out of control.

Kuchec waved her hand backward, beckoning her royal guard to their version of the position of attention. Likewise, Lillan did the same, retiring her guard behind her.

All the techs stood stock-still at their stations, waiting to see if this was gonna turn into a tribal killing field. A couple of my fellow liberated prisoners in orange had their hands on pistol grips under the table.

“My apologies for my outburst, Brother Malik and Sister Volina. Where did this woman learn to speak these words?” Kuchec asked.

“Do you recognize it?” I asked.

“This is how we’ve spoken for generations,” Lillan said cautiously, noting her words caused Kuchec to snarl her sharp fangs in contrast of the softness of her veil. “I mean no disrespect.”

Kuchec sighed, then focused on the two guards behind them. “Remove their helmets.”

“I’d like to know what’s going on,” I said in Kuchec’s language.

She held up a hand to shush me, a reminder that Olyrii tribes were matriarchal and the man-child should be quiet while the women work this out.

Lillan motioned to Nine-Nine, who removed his helmet to show his ashen complexion wrapping a hard stare to the Olyrii matron.

“Put on your kava pot, little brother,” Kuchec snorted. “Now, we have much to discuss.”


CHAPTER 10

MALIK



Seated at the back cargo seats, I watched Ambassador Lillan.

She seemed content to stand alone on our trek to Shadaloa, especially after our talk with Kuchec, who hadn’t let the envoy out of her sight since.

On the plus side, I felt less like a prisoner and more like being on safari after arriving on planet. One of the reasons for our trip to Purgatory Station was as simple as a clothing run. I mean, the oranges were just funny-colored flight suits, so by default, they were comfy, but they lacked the survivability of real clothing.

Suited up in a pair of fatigues and a combat shirt, I found myself feeling more like a member of the Colonial Scout Ranger Regiment, lovingly known as the Ransackers than a member of Colonial Intelligence. I rolled my arm over, checking my brand-new SIN-Link. That’s right, no more ancient tech for this guy. This was tied to the exo-skeletal combat chassis strapped around my plate carrier. Unlike the Lenzaab guardsman armor or my Colonial counterpart Lassara, who wore the FANG armor for Colonial Special Forces, most Ransackers liked to travel light. That meant thickly woven, bullet-resistant material clothing, a plate carrier and helmet, and an exo-harness in case we needed the extra bit of strength for a manech, or worse.

It felt good not to be wrapped up like a brightly colored ryfor fruit. I was just a Colonial against a few Lenzaabs.

Of course, if what Lillan was spinning turned out to be true, then there were no Colonies and somehow, the Lenzaabs had won the fight against our independence from the Collective. I wondered how things would have played out differently if we were there?

Who was I kidding?

I’m not so naive to think I sucked at my job, but I’m also not so good at it to think I would have changed how things turned out. In the end, we’d both lost to the alien aggressors Negasi cited.

I hooked my retention leash to the guide cable in the aircraft and decided it was time for Lillan to have some company. “Enjoying the view?” I asked when I reached her.

“I am. It is so lush.” Her voice was still a bit pained after our discussion with Kuchec soured our trip here, but there was just enough hope there to think things could work out for the better.

“Hey, I know you took a hit back there with the Olyrii ambassador, but you should concentrate on putting your best foot forward when you meet the leader of their family.”

“I am well aware of how to do my job, Mr. Malik,” Lillan shot back with her most dignified tone. “I will have the necessary agreements for my people to thrive on Faebos. It is what the Collective expects of me. I may do no less.”

Well then. That was once again a cold shoulder in the heat of the jungle. I can’t say I blame her. In a matter of minutes, she and her people went from touring our station to being considered a possible enemy. Then again, I never stopped wondering if that might be true.

I slid my retention cable along the back of the aircraft to the Bantam ground mobility vehicle surrounded by Marines in their new digs. Calvo had insisted that his crew be given matching uniforms and had settled on the Colonial jungle Marine pattern. Tiger stripes over mottled colors suited them all as they sat in the vehicle waiting to deploy.

“Seems like she’s in the middle of the lake and lost her oars,” Calvo said, fist bumping me as I approached.

“Can’t say as I blame her,” I said, repeating my inner thoughts to him. “One minute you’re the bringer of peace and prosperity for a load of people, and the next you could be the Firesbringer.”

“Oh man,” Revas said from the cargo seat near the vehicle’s rear bumper. “One man’s Fires is another man’s Spirits’ Dwelling.”

Nora elbowed backward from her spot, knocking Revas in the shin. “Except any time with you is all Five Fires.”

“All right. All right,” Calvo said. “Simmer down.”

“Also, their people don’t believe in religion at all,” I said.

“How about that,” Nora said. “Kind of odd, no? Government types like to use people’s faith to their advantage.”

I shrugged. “Not these guys, I guess. They say they don’t like the competition.”

“In my experience, anyone worried about a little religion is up to no fucking good,” Revas said.

I looked over at the ambassador again, wondering what these last centuries were like in Centridium Space until Calvo snapped me out of it.

“Hey Malik, we just passed Waypoint Durin. You want to call it into the LT?”

“Go ahead, Top,” I said, calling him the familiar term for the lead NCO in the crew. “I just wanna double check a few things.”

“I certainly won’t turn down a chance to hear that voice,” Calvo said, speaking of Lieutenant Volina. That guy was gonna get himself slaughtered if he didn’t cool it.

I slipped to the other side of the vehicle, watching a map of the terrain in a side HUD window. The thing I was waiting for while making smalltalk through the cargo bay was just in sight by the time I keyed up the broadcast system in my helmet.

Before this whole Visitor thing happened, our plan was to have Lassara repair the warship he stole, the LSS Deterrion, then seed the recovered Colonials down to the planet, seeing as we couldn’t go back through the wormhole. He’d set up long-distance retransmit stations on the planet before he left for the moon to effect repairs. The idea was that if things were going bad and I couldn’t get to the STC to make a call, we’d still have a way to talk. It sure beat me cutting myself and shoving a data card into my own skin.

Yeah. I did that.

I’d tapped out the message before we took to the air, ready to digital-dead-drop it to the only person on this side of the wormhole I actually trusted. If the Visitors showing up had been a Lenzaab pursuit force, that would’ve been much easier to deal with as we’d have automatically known who to shoot. We had contingencies for that. Now, things were much more complicated.

The new-and-improved Lenzaabs had their strange biotech we needed to learn, as well as a demeanor where they politely asked for things, instead of that old routine where they just rudely shot everybody and took their stuff.

I needed more to go on, but Lassara needed a heads-up first. Passing over the retrans site, I logged in and sent the message along with my observations of these new Lenzaabs.

We angled toward the jungle, the steep bank a signal someone had keyed us into things not being all quiet under the trees.

“Kuchec?” I called into the link.

“I am here, little brother,” she said, the roar of the engines sounding through the microphone she wore about her neck.

“Did you see something? Do you know why we’re going in steep?”

“Yes,” Kuchec replied flatly.

When she didn’t elaborate, I said, “Would you care to fill me in so I can tell the people in the plane before we get out?”

“If I must,” she said, sounding very much like she was my mom and I’d just interrupted an important adult conversation. “The giant serpent that almost ate you the last time, the saddorm, is flying out from its hunting grounds. It could be a sign the nadau are close by.”

“Oh,” I said, as if that was all I was expected to say.

We called them spider-legs. The nadau were a species of highly aggressive creatures native to Faebos that ran the border between intelligent beings like the Olyrii, and outright monsters. On the hindmost of their eight legs, they were as tall as, if not slightly larger than our Olyrii hosts. Their limbs ended in omnidirectional fingers that radiated from the palm. Glowing accents traced along their bodies, creating a bioluminescence for periods of low light, but with a singular glowing membrane tracing across their faces, it was anyone’s guess as to how they actually saw.

The nadau moving toward Shadaloa was another stroke of bad luck for Lillan and her mission to secure a peaceful home on Faebos.

I tapped my SIN-Link. “You have a plan?”

“Yes,” Kuchec said. When she’d waited what she felt was an appropriate enough time to annoy me, she said, “We should get ahead of them and kill them a lot.”

Great, I thought. Switching my SIN-Link, I called over to the second Fat Bird accompanying us on the run. “Rasha, it’s Malik. You out there?”

“Here, Malik,” Former Air Cav Captain Analisa Rasha said. “What do you have for me? Over.”

“Got a spooked flying snake the size of the Fat Bird taking to the trees. You got anything on scope below you? Over.”

“Nothing I can…” The transmission cut out as our Fat Bird raced ahead of Rasha’s—which was now trailing smoke from its engine.

“What in the Five Fires was that?” Calvo shouted.

“Spider-legs!” I called back. “Looks like one of Rasha’s engines took a hit from those crazy spear things they use. Put us out of reach!”

In a place where I had more than myself to worry about, I trusted Calvo to dive into the SIN-Link to our pilot and get us off the X. We had a dignitary and a bunch of Marines that needed a secured exit from the craft. The last thing we needed was the alien grab-ass goblins showing up to ruin things.

Our bird’s engines went from a high whine to a thunderous roar, putting us into a steep climb.

“Rasha! Are you still flight capable?” I called.

“Yeah, but not for long. Not with what we’re carrying!”

I ran to the bulkhead at the open loading ramp and pointed to the golens already grabbing Lillan to paste her into the seats. A nod from them was all I needed to devote my attention elsewhere. Slapping my retaining leash back to the aircraft’s guide cable—just in case—I hung from the ramp to get a better view of Rasha’s Fat Bird.

She was gaining altitude slowly, her starboard wing smoking from the giant spear sticking at an odd angle from the engine. Hanging from the equipment crane attached to the back of the bird, two titanic robot war machines dangled over the trees, both in carry config for the trip.

“DG-Six! Hot start for combat operations. Confirm!”

The dome-shaped top of the seven-meter-tall walking tank swiveled its ocular lenses right at me. “Pilot Sam. I am happy you are back. State the nature of your emergency.”

These things are about to get a lesson in being neighborly.

I spun my attention to Calvo. “Put Lillan into the Bantam and get her to Shadaloa! I’ll catch up!”

“What?” he shouted.

“Release on my count,” I said to Deejee, the mech-driving AI who’d been my constant battle buddy during the last trip. “Three, two, one, execute!”

Explosive retention bolts pinged all the way across the valley from the Rasha’s bird as Deejee fell from the aircraft.

I did the math in my head as near as I could with the time I had. When I thought I had the right angle and height, I jumped.

The wind buffeted my helmet as HUD enhancements like leveling gyroscopes vied for my attention from the altimeter detailing how much time I had before I went splat. Keying in on what it must’ve guessed was my absurd plan, Deejee’s sensor plate whirred around to find me in the sky, altering its own math to factor in the stupid person doing stupid things in stupid places.

A hard thruster explosion fired from its back, catapulting it through the space to line up with me on our dive to the ground. I pressed my hands to my thighs and went to head-down position, becoming a bullet with as little wind resistance as possible. Misty wisps rising from the jungle flashed across my helmet as I aimed myself toward my mech.

“I have you on intercept in three, two, one!” Deejee called. He fired his thrusters again, accelerating himself to match my speed and trajectory. The titanic mech swept its hands in an arc, capturing me around the waist and shoving me into the cockpit.

Even with my helmet sealed against the environment, the thunder of the wind slicing across the Dragoon’s half-open cockpit was incredible. The resulting rattle made it difficult to orient myself as we continued to plummet toward the ground.

“Adjust to four-four degrees and brace for water landing!” I shouted.

“Confirm!” Deejee said in my helmet.

The mech’s doors slammed shut, leaving me in complete darkness until hexagonal lines powered up through the display. The sunless mech cockpit transformed into a complete wrap around viewscreen showing me the treetops racing toward us at ridiculous speeds. I got three out of the four points on my harness secured across my body with the fourth flapping from the turbulence, flailing just out of my reach.

“Firing thrusters to slow our descent, now!” Deejee said.

A shrill whine sounded, and the sudden force change threatened to turn me into a puddle of goo on the cockpit floor. The heavy gs crushing my chest meant Deejee adjusted us in-flight for our designated landing zone, dead in the middle of the river and hopefully deep enough. While I wasn’t sure I wouldn’t be a foot shorter at the end of this—or even alive—the maneuver shot the last buckle within reach just in time for me to snap it into place.

We crashed into the river like a comet, sending up a tremendous geyser nearly as tall as the mech. Impact baffles went off inside the Dragoon, pressing me deeper into the seat. The titanic shock of thirty-five-ton combat mech hitting the water at speed should’ve turned me into putty, but luckily, the mechs were designed by Colonial engineers who’d considered we’d do stupid things with them, like jumping out of a perfectly good Fat Bird.

“ASAG has well over a hundred enemies moving beside the river,” Deejee said. The mech drew up red indicator markers for the enemy, showing me their movement and dispersal as they chased Fat Birds that wouldn’t be able to land unless we’d given these psychos something else to chase.

“Deejee, damage assessment,” I commanded.

“All systems and weapons accounted for except for the mortar system,” the mech announced. “The housing bent on impact and we’ll need to bend it back before it will be usable. Otherwise, I am ready for combat operations.”

“Send it!” I shouted.

We exploded from under the river, Deejee firing his maneuvering thrusters once we broke the surface. Landing heavy on the river bank, I drove the mech into a sprint. Wood detonated as we collided with the nearest tree. As luck would have it, our impact sent it careening into the mass of confused spider-legs beneath us.

The log banged off several neighboring trees until it smashed the ground, crushing an entire phalanx of the spider-legged aliens. They forked their peculiar mouths, hissing at us as if the sound of nearly a hundred of them was enough to scare us off.

If not for Deejee, it might’ve been.

Though these creatures looked like mindless monsters, they were far from it. We’d learned that in our last tussle, and it wouldn’t be a fact we’d quickly forget.

A nadau, all painted up to be something of a war leader, sat further into the trees on top of a creature they typically used as mounts. Nearly as tall as the Dragoon’s hip actuator, these monster mounts had powerfully built legs and bodies covered in the same kind of dense armor as the samok. Like their riders, they had blue-green armored skin with similar luminescent markings. Its head was entirely smooth and eyeless, like a polished skull plate running the length of its face, all the way to the neck. Spiny armored and segmented tails slapped the ground in annoyance as the nadau on its back pointed at me.

My link filled with traffic just as the entire swarm changed direction from following our Fat Bird to running straight at us.

“Hey, Army! It’s Calvo. What the⁠—?”

“Can’t talk. Running for my life!”

I flipped the switch on the weapon’s controls and dislodged the twenty-millimeter combat rifle from the machine’s back. The heavy chunk-chunk-chunk rattled the cockpit even before I got the weapon fully on target. Thunderclaps in the form of outgoing high-explosive, armor-piercing incendiary rounds shook the jungle as I sent a long burst into the advancing horde.

Swaths of creatures died in the barrage, torn apart and burned by the heavy kinetic death wave. The rounds screaming through the landscape cut down more of the trees in their path, explosively shearing the trunks from the roots. Timber ruptured and fell to match the first of the grove we’d sent sprawling, and like before, they crushed advancing groups of nadau.

A flailing, screaming horde of the alien vermin crested the iridescent, blood splattered trunks, racing into my mech even though we’d cut down a quarter of their force.

“Time to motor!” I shouted as Deejee spun about and jumped the river.

The spider-legs splashed into the waters after me, content to fight the current, and in some cases be swept away by it. It helped that, since these creatures hated sunlight, they were moving a lot slower than they had when we’d encountered them in the dark of their pits. Still, three nadau on monster mounts jumped the river as I had, racing ahead of the swarm to chase me through the trees. The baying mounts sounded like something out of one of those nightmares where no matter how fast you ran, they always caught up.

I swept us back toward the river, running upstream along the rocky bank with Dejee kicking up immense sandy rooster tails in our escape. We sprinted to a runoff and then lost more time as Deejee was forced to half climb, half jump into the swirling waters above us.

“Pilot Sam. You are quickly driving us into a command-designated terrain warning. My systems indicate this portion of the river is extremely dangerous.”

I laughed. “That’s what I’m counting on, bud!”

Spinning the mech on its heel, I fired another salvo of the world-ending twenty-millimeter rifle. The monster mounts scattered off target, dodging on the move and giving the rounds the right-of-way to slam the oncoming nadau behind them. The front ranks of the mob were cut down, splashing them into the river and feeding Faebos with their black-flaked bluish blood.

“On the hustle, Deej,” I said. “Hoof it to the top of that rise, then jump for the middle of the river.”

“The flow of the terrain is such that I can reach the other side with a rocket-propelled boost,” Deejee informed me.

“Yeah, but I want you to stomp the puddle and put everything you have into a jet-assisted leap when I tell you to.”

“Affirmative.”

We raced for the hill, the monsters still giving chase close behind. The three riders sent spears lancing out at us, piercing trees where they struck.

Almost there, I told myself.

A spear clanged off Deejee’s shoulder armor. My HUD showed a slight denting of the plate but no penetration.

Climbing to the rise, I pulled hard on the controls to spin the RCP just as I hit the thrusters. We flew over another spear meant for the mech’s legs, sailing into the rushing waters to land squarely in the middle, sending more torrents up in the splash. I counted down in my head and, after a trio of heartbeats, jumped Deejee from the center of the whitewater to the bank at the other side.

The mech barely made ground fall before the three monster mounts slapped onto the sandy river’s beachhead. They’d all shared Deejee’s thoughts, it seemed. Namely, that they could easily make the leap across the river to the opposite shoal.

The mounts sank to the sand, crouching to maximize their next push at us. If they held to predatory thinking, their speed and combined momentum would allow them to topple us and sink their fangs in, even as their masters pried me out of the metal shell and used their barbed vampiric tongues to suck me dry.

Did I mention everything on Faebos is out to kill?

Good. Because as I hoped, when the water behind them swelled, cresting as a massive break, I heard the snap of the jaws clamping down. From the depths of the river, one of the first creatures I’d encountered on Faebos emerged. Croco-monster, or as Sig called it, subject twenty-two-forty and I didn’t really have the best relationship. However, when faced with the choice between tasty flesh and a giant metal robot, the reptilian chose wisely. In one massive chomp, it broke the backs of both the animal and the rider, making the odds now two-to-one.

But croco wasn’t done yet. It tossed its first kill high into the air and even watched the pair hit the beach in a wet slap. Apparently satisfied, it pivoted along on its belly, swiping with its tail in the water to add to the reverse strike with its maw. The animal’s meter-long head struck the second monster mount in the side, breaking ribs—or whatever bones it had there—and sending the rider tumbling to the surf. Thousands of kilograms of angry river monster stomped on the downed rider, landing on the alien’s chest, and pinning it under the river’s rush.

The last rider, coated in colorful dyes, glared between the monster in the river and the metal monster I was encased in. It hissed, prompting its mount out of the river in an all-out escape from the way their day had gone.

Keyed by the escaping nadau’s leap, the kogan—that’s what the Olyrii call the crocs—rose out of the water and leaped after it, snagging the mount by the back leg. They thrashed in the center of the whitewater, as the kogan and monster mount fought each other over who got to eat tonight. For his part, the terrified nadau rider scrambled up to the other side of the riverbed and disappeared into the trees.

“Deejee, back off slowly until we make the tree line. Then pound dirt for Shadaloa.”

“Copy, Pilot Sam.”

“Calvo, it’s Malik. Come in, over.”

“Dirt dart! You still on this side of the grave?”

“Roger that. How are you for entry into Waypoint Falco? Over.”

“We’re offloading now,” Calvo said. “You need us to come and pick you up? Over.”

“Negative,” I said. “I think me and Deejee can skirt the rest of the swarm and make it to you. I’ll call the spider-legs into Volina and see if she can go on pest control. I’ll see you when I see you, Marine.”

“Not if I see you first, Army. Calvo, out.”


CHAPTER 11

MALIK



There’s a certain look people give when they see you doing something stupid. Especially the ones who truly care. Stomping Deejee through the forest and into the jungle depression leading to Shadaloa’s entrance, the enhancements in the cockpit sensors let me live all that disappointment in high definition.

Lucky me.

The cockpit hissed open, giving me room to drop to the valley floor. I was transported from a comfortable environment into all the heat and humidity the jungle had to offer. It also put me face-to-face with a very irate Kuchec who stormed past the crowd waiting outside the Olyrii’s mountain home.

“What is wrong with you?” she asked, glaring down at me. “You are the bridge between our two people. Not them. You. You need to be more careful.”

“There is no fear in my people, the Olyrii,” I said, keeping my voice calm and even. “So strong is our bond to one another, that in the defense of our home, we may grow horns and claws, and even wings to tame the very sky.”

I repeated words I’d heard her speak once before. And it worked.

“Bah,” Kuchec said, snatching me into a bone-crushing hug. Her back tendrils, radiant and flittering, wrapped me deeper into the embrace, a sign of love from a female to a male. Be it husband, brother, or son. “You quote our ways as well as our clan mother, Alazasha. Bah! That thing you say is not all the word.”

“You mean literal?” I asked as she put me down.

“Bah!” Kuchec huffed again. “Your speak is too clumsy. It does not mean you can claw or fly. Train for fighting. Use ryzhann for flying.”

“Does that mean you might want to learn to use a Dragoon?” I asked, pointing at Deejee.

“You are not funny,” she said, pushing me toward the delegation.

Calvo was there first, yanking me into my next epic bro-hug. “That was levels of stupid and awesome all at once.”

“I missed you too,” I said, patting him on the back. I made my way through the congratulatory mob of people and Olyrii until I met up with Ambassador Lillan. “I see you made it here in one piece.”

“I did. How did you know the walking machine would catch you?” she asked as she shook my hand.

“Half the fun was not being sure,” I said, gesturing toward the valley.

We navigated through the jungle, taking hold of roots and vines to ease us down in our ungraceful attempts at mimicking the Olyrii. They were taught maneuvering the terrain from birth, so of course we looked like blundering newborns next to them.

Behind us, Deejee pounded through the undergrowth for a time until breaking off to the top of a small hillock. Serving as lookout and communications array, the mammoth walking tank was more than too big for stuffing itself through the front door or any door leading under the mountain.

Smoke wafted just outside Shadaloa to intertwine through the tangle of vine growth that acted as a shroud, concealing the true entrance from anyone who didn’t already know it was there. The soapy scent of the powders the Olyrii used to paint and clean competed with the aroma of cooking over an open flame, teasing us with images of what might wait for us inside. As Lillan and her guards focused on the smoke, a host SINof male Olyrii warriors rode in from our flank on rek saroh, Faebos’s version of horses. With a carapace-covered head to match the monster mounts and a body rippling with muscle, the rek saroh easily tiptoed through the vegetation and barely disturbed a single frond.

“Where did they come from?” Lillan asked.

I gestured in both directions. “The main ingress of Shadaloa is meant to be confusing to outsiders. The warriors are here to guide us in as well as making sure we’re the right kind of people before being shown the entrance.”

“Did they do this to you?” she asked.

Kuchec stepped between us and motioned to a clearing. “My brother Malik had a unique experience in meeting with us. Yours must be more formal for many reasons.”

“Hin shee valoh,” Lillan said haltingly.

Kuchec snorted and batted me on the back of my helmet like any sister annoyed by a little brother might. “You teach her our speak to cause trouble. Don’t forget I know your mind, brother.”

From behind, a pack of female Olyrii wrapped in shimmering crimson silks matching Kuchec’s drifted between us like the smoke coming out of the mountain. Even with my helmet’s advanced sensor suite, I never heard them coming.

To their credit, Lillan’s guards detected them just as the warrior women were within spear length of them, but by that reckoning, the two Lenzaab bio-androids would’ve been dead twice over if this was anything but a political encounter. Remembering the purpose for the trip, the two recovered from their flinching, then settled in with the rest of us to observe the procession.

Stepping from beneath an overhang where water cascading from the mountain fed the surrounding valley, Alazasha, the clan mother of the Olyrii, toed her way into the jungle wrapped in sheer fabrics of jade and gold. Her robes shifted in color and tone as she stepped toward Kuchec. The two women grabbed each other behind the neck and rested their foreheads together.

Alazasha dwarfed both Lillan and her guards. She gathered up her silks, trussing the bunches behind her, and knelt in front of the Lenzaab envoy.

“There is an unnatural air about you, woman, but I have it from my ambassador you hold the same profession as she,” Alazasha said in a resonant and strong voice. The hint of bass deep in her throat made everything she said sound like she was making a proclamation.

“Sinvow hidaine, Lillan Predaxes,” the Lenzaab envoy said slowly, ensuring she used the right words.

Alazasha reached for Lillan, touching the woman’s armor, then rubbing her fingers together. “I know my speak, Lillan Predaxes. I would hear yours.”

Lillan made the cardinal mistake my father used to tell me freshman ambassadors would make from time to time. Thrown off her game, Lillan looked down. My father’s response to this action would have been to tell her that the answers weren’t on the ground. Lillan didn’t need my old man for a tongue lashing. She seemed to be doing a good enough job for herself.

When it seemed an uncomfortable amount of time had passed, Lillan relented to the alien leader’s gently spoken demand. “My apologies, my lady. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

Gasps echoed through the vegetation. As the warrior women of the delegation hissed, Alazasha held up a halting hand.

“Is this the speak of your people?” Alazasha asked.

Lillan’s head snapped up from her feet. It was an odd battle raging on her features. Both confusion and understanding wrote themselves there. “How is it you speak my language?”

“The tongue is old by many standards, Lillan Predaxes” Alazasha said. “It was one of the first languages of the Olyrii, during a time of the great migrations. This tongue was spoken when we crossed the many oceans and forests to the blessing of our world. And this speak was also used by the Okhanna, a tribe that no longer walks through the waking.”

Luckily, we’d all had our SIN-Links programmed with the Vistors’ language prior to our arrival—a precaution should any of us get separated and still be responsible for Lillan’s safety. The translator function did a bang-up job of giving us the down-and-dirty of what seemed a tense introduction, but I don’t think Calvo and my Marine Corps buddies were catching the subtle differences in speech between the two.

The way Lillan spoke was hard and halting, yet Alazasha sounded more comfortable, as if the hard sounds were just peaks and valleys to produce a rhythmic pattern. Of course, as the clan mother, she was probably used to giving all sorts of speeches where she had to sound as smooth as the gossamer silks they all wore. Adorned with the posture befitting her station, the Olyrii clan mother didn’t seem shocked when Lillan spoke. Instead, she seemed more pleased by the switch, as though she was happy to have someone to practice with.

“In times past, the Okhanna sought to preserve their own tribe by raiding others,” Alazasha said, sweeping her hand over the diverse crowd standing in the clearing. “They took prisoners of us, feeding us to the nadau, the very creatures you saw during your excursion here, in hopes the monsters would not take them. They even sacrificed us in prayer to Qui’oL di, the Great Comet, their god of the sky, to protect them. This speak is passed down to many in my clan, in the event the Okhanna returns, that we may know them, and drive them out forever.”

“Ambassador Kuchec told me as such,” Lillan said. “I am as confused about this as you are.”

Alazasha waved, prompting a host of guards to dismount their rek saroh horses and approach. “Samea Malik.”

“Yes, clan mother,” I said, stepping forward.

If I was being brought into this, things were not going well. The Olyrii knew who and what I was for my people by way of Kuchec, who’d used her exceptional mental abilities to see into my mind. She’d shared her thoughts with me that we may know each other, a kind of mental vetting to determine whether I was worthy of their attention. To the Olyrii, I was like the croco. I was an honored part of the jungle, but they still saw me as a monster.

“It is said you helped bring down the goli?” Alazasha asked, referring to the samok on Purgatory. When I nodded, she continued. “Kuchec tells me the cat is waiting at the top of the rise, asleep from your medicines, but close to waking.”

“This is true,” I said, hesitantly.

So not good.

“Lillan Predaxes, please, have your guardians remove a part of their armor,” Alazasha demanded with just the right amount of violence hinted in her speech.

The envoy nodded, directing Nine-Nine to step toward the leader of the Olyrii. Behind them, native fighters shifted from relaxed but attentive positions to on guard as the imposing golen approached the clan mother. He removed his helmet and tucked it under his arm.

“Honored clan mother,” Nine-Nine said in the Olyrii language. “I apologize if my presence is causing any distress. If you find us offensive, we will remove ourselves once proper security can protect the one in our care.”

Hisses through fanged teeth accompanied uncomfortable shifting of the native horses the longer the golen had his helmet in his hand. To his credit, the bio-formed soldier went to put his lid back on his skull, until Alazasha stopped him.

“No, please leave it off a moment longer,” the clan mother said in the Okhanna language the Visitors were speaking. “You have honored me in my speak and showed you can be dignified. Please, entertain my curiosity a moment longer.”

And there it was. That’s when what she was asking clicked for me. When I’d first come to the Olyrii, I had a sit-by-the-campfire psychic moment with Kuchec. She’d probed my mind for who I was, but also shared what was at the core of her people. Their loyalty, honor, and veracity all took a back seat to their cunning. You don’t live among so many predators without knowing a thing or two about the landscape, which is why she had the golen’s helmet off. She wasn’t being polite, she was building a case.

As Nine-Nine straightened and nodded for the respect he was being shown, rampant explosive hits against something metal clanged toward the back of the gathering. A deep, throaty growl sounded through the lush green tangle, followed by the snaps of viselike jaws clad in blackened, razor blade teeth.

Our friend, the samok was awake.

Another slam racked against the cage and Alazasha motioned for the golen to redon his helmet.

Lillan turned to me, the worry thick in her voice. “Why would we have brought the beast here?”

“Because it needs to be released deeper in the jungle where there’s plenty of prey and not a lot of people like us to gnaw on,” I said.

“My dear, Lillan Predaxes,” Alazasha interrupted. “My warriors are moving the goli away from the grove. I hope I might beg your patience as we have one final thing to show you, for which our people would like clarification.”

The horses parted, revealing the most jacked Olyrii males I’d ever seen holding a bunch of leashes tied to a single nadau. The spider-legged alien thrashed against eight woven leads threaded into fibrous wrapping keeping its limbs contained. A veil, much like those worn by the Olyrii women, clung tight to its face to arrest its venomous tongue and the other problems shrouded behind its lips.

“Remove your helmet again, sir,” Alazasha said to the envoy’s guardian.

The Olyrii guard gave the leash slack, allowing the nadau room to rush the ambassador. In a blur of movement, the golens stepped into the creature’s path, long-bladed, cresh-steel knives at the ready.

The spider-leg stopped just shy of Nine-Nine, sniffing wildly as it advanced. Its luminescent eye band drank in the details of the golen’s face as it twisted its wrapped skull to every angle the restraints would allow.

For his part, Nine-Nine never moved from his duty of securing the envoy. His knife was aimed at the creature’s throat. He was coiled and ready to end the alien monstrosity as he would anything that threatened his principle.

“You may kill it,” Alazasha said. “Its only purpose here was to test a theory. Our warriors dispatched the rest of its war party.”

Nine-Nine barely glanced over his shoulder pauldron to Lillan, who was still horrified at the struggling, clacking monster ready to break free from its bonds and kill them all. When he received the nod he was looking for, he sheathed his knife and approached the feral being. The nadau lunged at him, looking to grab him with its frontmost legs. As each limb had four-finger appendages radiating from the palm, it could easily snatch hold of Nine-Nine and use any part of the golen’s armor to cut itself free of the wondrous Olyrii silks keeping it bound.

I took over Nine-Nine’s spot in front of Lillan, acting as a guard in the event Faebos decided to send something equally terrifying to interrupt whatever this was. I pushed the interlocking cover for my pistol forward, freeing my X-18 to present to the low ready. If anything was to pop off from the trees, I’d let it get nice and close before dumping an eleven-point-five-millimeter slug into it.

The golens deserved some credit, though. They were in a tight grove surrounded by my people, Olyrii, and their own boss. They chose to draw knives and risk whatever hand-to-hand combat might bring instead of risking anyone here get pegged with a stray shot gone bad.

Good call.

Nine-Nine caught the jumping spider-leg, easily slamming it back to its feet. He grasped its oblong head wrapped in Olyrii silks in his two-thumbed hands. At the golen’s touch, the creature seemed to settle, its angry clicking hiss replaced by a sad sort of mewling I would have expected more out of a house pet. Nine-Nine, patted the side of the thing’s skull, causing it to further relax in his grip.

I was pretty stunned to say the least.

Nothing we’d seen or experienced with the spider-legs had ever shown any evidence that they could be calmed when in the presence of anything that wasn’t part of their brood. Inside its restraints, it heaved from the effort over the last who-knew-how-long, then rested its head in Nine-Nine’s grip.

With such speed I almost missed it, the golen wrenched the creature’s head almost completely backward, snapping its neck in a savage jerk that took it off its feet. Nine-Nine held it gently in his arms while he unfurled the leashes and removed the silken bindings while everyone in the grove watched with rapt attention.

It was strange to see someone go from tender to hyper-violent, and back to tender again. I’d be lying if I didn’t say I was just as spellbound by his actions as the rest were.

He calmly wrapped the linens into a bundle, handing them to Nine-Four who stood a few paces away with her knife still bare. Taking his blade, Nine-Nine thrust the weapon into the dead creature’s skull, then slightly off center of its spine where I assume there was a heart. He used the creature’s back tendrils to remove the black-flaked bluish blood from his weapon before slamming it home to its sheath. Recovering the fabric from his counterpart, Nine-Nine stepped to Alazasha and handed her the linens.

“It seemed wrong to get its blood on the fabric,” Nine-Nine said. “I hope I did that correctly.”

“You did,” the clan mother said. “And in the way you handled yourself, you have proved to us many things. I hope we did not offend you.”

“My masters do not allow me to be offended, madam,” Nine-Nine, said, and without turning his back on her, he stepped back to Lillan to resume his place as her guardian.
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“You ever see anything like that?” Calvo asked me.

“Only once,” I told him. I waited for the Marine to get to work with his detail, readying the vehicle and its hauled cargo for entry into Shadaloa.

When I was sure he was occupied, and Lillan was deep in conversation with Alazasha, I sent another data burst update through Deejee to my friends on the moon. Things were getting interesting and if the tension between all of us got any higher, we were gonna need Reikan Lassara and his forces to let the pressure off.

“So my suspicions were correct?” Kuchec said, silently sidling up to me and nearly scaring me out of my new clothes.

“Pretty much,” I said, nodding. “But that presents new problems.”

“How so?” Kuchec asked.

“They could have thousands of these golens,” I said soberly. “Not to mention they have an entire population of their people waiting to come down here. I think Faebos could be home to all of us if we work together, but what happens when one of our groups does something the other doesn’t approve of?”

“The other place?” Kuchec asked. “The place you had us look to for you. Did my scouts do this because you suspect the Visitors of being bad?”

I took her hands in mind, pressing them to my forehead. She laughed at my attempts to learn her customs, as I was more thumbs than a golen in trying to figure them out.

“You remind me of a little one, trying to copy his elders,” she said.

“That’s me. Just a little one hoping to do good amid all the trouble I cause.”


CHAPTER 12

PREDAXES



“How have you enjoyed your stay so far?” Negasi asked as I entered his spacious office.

“It has been a real eye-opener, Prime Minister,” I said as I joined him by the desk. I nodded to Aezin-One, who seemed to hover about the man everywhere he went. She reminded me of a headmistress at my daughter’s school, all stern and protective of her charge.

Thoughts of my daughter led to thoughts of my wife, which threatened to tear my heart out from the inside knowing there was a probability I’d never see them again. I had to shove those thoughts aside if I were to function at any reasonable capacity.

“I trust your escort, Aezin-Four-Seven has been agreeable to your needs?” the golen asked, forcing me to live in the here and now. She handed me a cup of red tea their kind—the Lenzaabs from the future, not the androids—tended to favor.

“She’s been very helpful. I found the growth chambers for the golen to be remarkable.” I took a sip from the steaming cup, giving Aezin-One room to return a comment she seemed to always have loaded and ready to go.

“A mostly unused portion of our facility. The chamber is typically used for growth acceleration for our replenishment program.”

Across the room, my escort, Four-Seven, snapped to attention as a military officer entered the Negasi’s office. The man passed the prime minister one of their strange silicate tablets.

“Thank you, Colonel,” Negasi said, tucking the tablet under his arm. “I’ll give this a look and if it meets with our criteria, we’ll put it into action. Any details I need hammered out I can push through Master Sergeant Makenna.”

“Of course, Prime Minister,” the colonel said. He turned on his heels and marched out of the office, sealing the room behind him.

“Problems?” I asked.

“Not at all,” Negasi answered, extending his hand to me. “Thank you for coming to meet me, Commander Predaxes. It has been my honor to have you as my guest these last days.”

“Everyone has been very helpful,” I said, gesturing to the two golens. “And I must say, your ship is amazing.”

“Thank you,” Negasi said, pouring himself some of the tea. “Lenzaaban engineering at its finest. And speaking of engineering, I have been reviewing the Colonial mining colony on Faebos, and I fear it may be too small for our needs. Not to mention much of the technology used in its construction would be illegal by current Lenzaab standards. Illegal, non-replicating, and polluting. We wouldn’t want to ruin this new home after just arriving.”

“The merger of standard and biological technology on display in the ship is beyond anything I would have thought possible. I think it will work well on the planet,” I said. “Have you had any word from your envoy?”

“Ambassador Predaxes would not have been able to send us messages out this far,” Negasi said. “We were hoping to once again make contact when we enter Faebos orbit.”

This was the moment I’d been waiting for. Malik had brought much-needed supplies and one very cranky samok back to the planet while I remained parked at Purgatory Station to facilitate members of the Lenzaaban science team’s inspect of the facility. I spent days walking beside their scientists as they sampled soils in the Habs, notated how we generated and stored power, and even took bio-samples from some of the willing prisoners. We’d even made headway for initial programs facilitating our working together, even going so far as to motivate some of the newly pardoned prisoners.

If the Visitors were legitimately from the time they’d claimed, then I imagine their inspection was more for seeing what they could learn from outdated technology. On the surface, it seemed innocent enough, but something about how they went about things felt… off. Before I let my guard down, or worse, gave up command to the prime minister, I wanted to know what Malik had discovered on the ground.

If there was anything to find, he’d be the one to dig it up.

Negasi waved Aezin-One away as she attempted to refill my tea cup. “Allow me to pour that for you, Commander. Now, the reason I wanted to speak with you. We have very little time before we make orbit over the planet. You are the senior-ranking member of this old Lenzaab outpost, which makes you a type of regional governor. We believe after the headway we’ve made even in these last few days, our best efforts might be realized if we eventually merge your people under our banner.”

“I expected us to discuss this at some point,” I said.

Negasi held up a hand as if to imply I hadn’t considered all angles. “But before we can entertain such notions, we have to find somewhere to facilitate landing our people. Like I said a moment ago, the mining facility is too small for our needs. It might be more conducive to a successful mission if we landed the Ark of Remembrance beside the mining facility, using a blend of our technologies to work toward the survival of the Collective.”

“You can land the Ark?” I asked, surprised that was even possible.

“We can,” Negasi confirmed. “Though we need to get the location just right as it will be near impossible with the supplies we have to put it in orbit again. Our hope is that Ambassador Predaxes is being given a wide array of access to the surrounding area for samples, terrain mapping, and resonance readings. With luck, we could put down right beside the mining base. Once your people see what we can offer, they will rejoin the Collective and we can tame Faebos.”

“I don’t mean to make light, but taming Faebos might be a long-term goal,” I said.

I waited for a reaction, but all I got was the man studying me, waiting to see what I was going to say next. He’d observed my interactions with Four-Seven, so he probably thought he knew what to expect. Not that it would surprise me as Lenzaab culture was all about discipline and control. Control our people to maintain order and hold them to a high standard to elevate all in the Collective. In my time, that meant the Collective could be counted on to force those not disciplined enough to live the life they should into situations that required a choice.

Either choose the Collective or be sent somewhere where choosing the Collective was the better option. The outliers in this had always been the Colonies. Those who’d chosen to go beyond Centridium Space and seek out opportunity and adventure beyond the Lenzaab’s reach. And when the Lenzaaban government tried to tug them back by the leash, the Colonials would lash out in any form of destructive mayhem they could manage, just to break the chains forever.

While I was given unrestricted access to the Ark, not once was I ever alone. There was always a minder to ensure I went to the right places and did the right things. The people I met were always polite, and I was looked at with a kind of mild neglect instead of the interest or even respect I’d been given upon my first arrival.

In the end, they all knew what I knew at heart: there was nothing apart from the Collective.

I tapped the crystalline data board resting on the table. “I think a more immediate goal would be to convince everyone that working together would be in our best interest. I’ve had the time to study your codex. Your laws and political structure are almost like it was during my time.”

“Almost?” Negasi asked.

“Yes, sir. There are differences we couldn’t have accounted for during my time,” I commented. “For example, we didn’t have the golens. We also didn’t have the First, Second, and Third Colonial Wars. You see, a large portion of our survivors are Colonials from my time. Mostly military and political dissidents marked for reeducation. They will be hard-pressed to live under Lenzaaban law after being out here, on their own with a taste of freedom. What becomes of them?”

“I was hoping you’d ask this question,” Negasi said, practically beaming. “We will honor anyone’s decision to live apart from us. That decision means they will be cut off from our resources and our ability to mount a defense against the planet’s environment. And since we are representatives of the legitimate government on this side of the wormhole, it also means Prison Station Twelve belongs to the Collective. Any resources there will also be beyond their reach.”

That was something I hadn’t considered. With an entire planet and all the technology they brought with them, why would they want Purgatory? As he spoke, I could almost feel the collar tightening around my neck.

Negasi was beaming as he talked. “That being said, in our time together, I think we’ve made significant strides, commander. For example, your idea to incorporate some of your guardsman and prisoners as a sort of transvox-coder for my people to interpret your culture and help them on planet, was a great idea. Much like you, they’ve become accustomed to life aboard the Ark and are looking to step onto Faebos for a new start.”

“I hope so,” I said.

“That’s the spirit,” Negasi agreed. He drained his cup and flipped it over with a hard clack of the ceramics snapping together. “Commander, I would like you and the people you’ve brought with us to accompany my first ship onto Faebos. Take my people through the base and get them up to speed. They, in turn, may teach more of my people, until the whole of the Collective is ready. Can you do that for me?”

“I think I can, sir,” I answered. Although not as enthusiastically, I flipped over my cup and imitated his show of finishing his tea.

He smiled as he looked away, a sign I’d come to notice when they were listening in on the strange comms system that worked through the ship. It didn’t work like the technological SIN-Link I had in my pocket, so I wasn’t quite sure how to listen in, other than having Four-Seven tell me when important messages were being passed.

“It would seem we’re entering Faebos orbit now, Commander,” Negasi said, motioning me closer to his desk.

A tap on the surface, and the desk seemed to come alive. Though mine did something similar, acting as a sort of giant data pad, his reminded me of watching sand bounce on the hood of a Bantam when we really floored it. The smooth desktop became like gyrating grains of sand, until it all flew from the desktop and formed into an exact floating representation of Faebos. It was devoid of the color our monitors and holo-stations could provide, but it was an accurate enough representation that I knew exactly what I was looking at. The shape of a man formed out of the sand in smaller relief to the planet, turning to face the prime minister.

“Sir, it’s Master Sergeant Makenna. The captain wanted you to know we are entering orbit around Faebos.”

“Excellent, Master Sergeant,” Negasi said. “Please convey my regards and have all ships commit to high-resolution scans about the target areas. I hope to link with Ambassador Predaxes shortly.”

A ping sounded in my ear as the prime minister conducted his business. The message window flitted into the HUD projected by my contact lenses, spelling out the contact was from Reikan Lassara, hiding out on his warship somewhere on the smaller of Faebos’s two moons.

Certain the prime minister was engrossed in watching the approach, I triggered the message.

“This is Lassara. Message from Malik on the ground. He says your new Lenzaabs are not telling you everything. They are somehow connected to Faebos. Language is old Faebos tribal. Their androids are somehow grown from spider-legs. Be cautious. Lassara, out.”

Five Fires with you, Malik. For just a moment, I wasn’t the one responsible for an entire colony of survivors cut off from their home. Having someone else in charge meant I could grieve for the loss of my family and my best friend. For a minute, I could almost be like everyone else.
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The battleship rattled beneath us as the winds buffeted the hull. It wasn’t my first time aboard a RADS shuttle, but I hadn’t ridden any of their strange biotech into an atmosphere. The Rapid Applications Delivery System ships were a smooth ride through vacuum, as was the battleship I found myself in now. They left little to be desired as we bounced our way to the planet, bucking us against the restraints on our seats.

I was encouraged to fly in on the astrogation deck with the pilots and navigation crew. With all the commotion and calling instructions back and forth, I was surprised the translation app on my SIN-Link could keep up. More than once, a Lenzaab officer excused himself as he pushed through the tight confines of the space to deliver a message to the executive officer who had command of the helm. But all that stopped when we went from vacuum to atmo and everyone had to be strapped in.

“Captain wants us at four kilometers off the deck,” Commander Tolan said. He stroked his neatly trimmed beard and wrapped his knuckles on his chair for the pilot’s attention. “Once we have stable flight over the mining base, put us in orbit above it, two klicks out at five klicks per hour.”

“Aye, sir,” the pilot and navigator sounded out in unison.

“Commander Predaxes, now that you’ve experienced our technology, how do you find it compares to yours?” Tolan asked.

“It’s rather strange and I’m still fuzzy on the science,” I said, hoping the word fuzzy translated to them. The transvox-coder worked miracles so far, allowing me to understand and speak their language, but I was nowhere near comfortable in doing so during atmospheric entry to Faebos while riding in a giant coral-covered asteroid.

“You were a Collective man before all this,” Tolin stated. “What planet, Commander?”

“Relinos,” I answered, not really sure where he was going with this.

“Ha! That’s good. Then you have sharks on Relinos,” the commander countered. “One of many types of creatures capable of interacting with bioelectricity in various forms. Our ship was cultured by sampling the genetic structure of nox eels, who were capable of creating magnetic fields to throw off bioelectrical-sensitive creatures like sharks.”

“Are you saying this destroyer is a giant nox eel?” I asked.

“That’s a very pedestrian view of what it is we do, but more or less accurate.” Tolan laughed. “Imagine blending the magnetic traits of the nox eel to a similar creature we found in asteroid fields at the edge of Centridium space. Remarkable, no?”

“It is,” I affirmed.

“The animal uses those fields to create gravity wells through which to travel,” Tolan said. Then he touched his ear and quieted. “Though I’d love to tell you more, I have Master Sergeant Makenna asking for you. We’re out of the rough air, Commander. It should be good to move about the ship.”

“Thank you for letting me ride down with you, sir,” I said. I exited the hatch to find the Master Sergeant and Four-Seven waiting for me. “Something wrong?”

“Negative,” Makenna said, motioning for me to follow. “The Temisis will remain in orbit above the facility as we conduct familiarization operations on planet. Four-Seven will act as a liaison to you for interactions with Lenzaab troops on the ground.”

We made our way down a ladder into a busy passage full of troops filing into what looked like a launch bay. Makenna motioned to a hard-looking man with graying hair and blast marks permanently burned into his face. The hard black blots looked like a depiction of a meteor shower, but upon closer inspection was actually symmetrical, as though they had been tattooed on.

“Commander Predaxes, may I introduce Colonel Strenko,” Makenna said. “He will be the ground force commander for the first wave.”

“Commander.” Strenko said, lowering his head in deference, then extending his hand. “I’ve heard good things. Tough spot you had coming down here all by your lonesome.”

“We made it through,” I said, shaking the man’s hand.

Unlike the dignitaries I’d met so far, Strenko wore the same thing as those working for him. No frills or special accouterments, just military-grade armor I’d learned was grown from a type of insect secretion.

“I like that,” Strenko said. “I have word from my boss that we’re to take all direction from you or your people while on the ground. Language is going to slow us down some, but as you are already conversational, I’m not too worried.”

“We can make it work, sir,” I said. “Our biggest concern will be safety among the environment. Faebos is unlike anywhere else in Centridium space. Even breathing without environmental armor is a chore down there. Until you build up your tolerance, troops without helmets will be unconscious in under five minutes.”

“Strange,” Strenko said.

“It has to do with a chemical in the air that irritates the lining of the lungs. Could be deadly.”

“It was not in our notes that it could kill,” Makenna interjected.

“Lenzaab lungs need time to adjust to the varied chemical differences,” I instructed. “Too strenuous, too fast, and you could choke to death. Most of the time, however, you just pass out and if you’re in the wrong place, one of Faebos’s many predators would finish the job.”

“Finish the job?”

“Kill you,” I clarified.

“Good to know.” Makenna laughed. “Sir, we’re ready for you to board the shuttle.”

Locking into the RADS was comfortable after the last week or so. I hadn’t needed help since the first few outings. I was no longer tripping on the small lip where the hatch flap covered to seal us in.

The hair on the back of my neck stood up as the magnetic field driving the shuttle wavered across the ship, turning us from static to buoyant, floating just over the deck. We fell away from the destroyer, Temisis, along a free fall until the bio-driver propulsion system kicked in. We slingshotted away from the ship now achieving its slow orbit above the mining base.

The near silence of the ship was an amazing feat in itself. The sound of whatever creature powered the shuttle took a back seat to the rush of air over the hull. While the troopers remained in place for our ride down to the jungle floor, I keyed up my SIN-Link to the STC to see what was happening on base on our way down.

“STC, this is Predaxes, over.”

“You’ve got Haeber, Commander. We have you on screen, Commander. I have four drop-style shuttles with an almost zero drive signature making a pass over the jungle. You have clear skies to the landing zone. How copy. Over?”

“Good copy, STC. Do you have our escort for preliminary scouting mission outside of Purgatory Base?”

“Copy that, Commander. Force is giddy for deployment on your go. We have one barracks building cleared for incoming personnel. Over.”

“Good copy. Predaxes, out.”

Relaying the message to my counterparts, I watched as Strenko added the relevant information to the hazy-looking display on his clear silicate tablet.

When finished, he nodded. “Two Centridium standard minutes until landing.”

That itchy feeling across my skin flared again as the weight of Faebos’s gravity fought against the gravitic fields exerted by the craft. The shudder in the hull and the hum of the bio-driver intensified during landing, flaring to drop us in with no more discomfort than landing on a pillow.

Strenko stood at the rear of the craft, first to exit onto the new planet. “Master Sergeant Mak. Get them moving. Everyone reports to the indicated building, stows gear. And have the recon team ready for survey.”

“Copy, sir,” Makenna said.

Instead of a ramp simply lowering to disgorge the troops and personnel, thick, fleshy looking flaps peeled away from the back of the craft, giving the bio-machine room to lower what looked like a stryxian rodent tail as its ramp. Outside, our former inmate population in their orange jumpsuits motioned for the incoming Lenzaabs to follow the line of people leading all the way to the barracks some dozens of meters away.

For their part, the Lenzaab troopers marched quickly, wasting no time in following the orders of the NCOs appointed above them. A beaming Lillan Predaxes and her two guardians waited beside a Bantam, along with the SHU Crew Marines who had become the bedrock of scout operations for us on Faebos.

Calvo walked forward in his new green tiger-striped fatigues and plate carrier over his exo-skeleton, letting his XD-14 Colonial battle rifle hang in front of his chest on a sling. “Welcome back, Commander. The crew and I have everything set for a recon patrol with you and the command staff. Unless you need to get a hot and cot after the trip.”

“No, thank you, Mr. Calvo,” I said. “After being cooped up for the last few days, I would very much like to stretch my legs.”

I turned away from the former Marine master sergeant to the landing pad where Lenzaab troops continued their footslog into a controlled environment. Between the second and third shuttle, I was happy to see the Second Right adherents had finally been pried from their spot in the station to take up our offer at life outside the confines of a habitat ring. For just a moment, I thought I caught sight of Bentras’s cautionary case, Tyson Hayle, but when the crowd moved toward the building, if he was there once, he wasn’t anymore.

After his play date with the samok, I took Hayle’s file for a spin, which turned into an in-depth study of the man. While he didn’t have Malik’s Special Forces training, he had been a highly regarded infantryman with specialties in assaulting heavily fortified Lenzaab emplacements. He transitioned from big raids to smaller, more focused hits against the Lenzaaban government after his first escape from our prison system. While incarcerated, he’d killed both inmates and guardsmen, never showing empathy for those he hurt or remorse in any of his actions.

The government kept him alive because he had a habit of feeding us intel on Colonial assets in return for better treatment on the block. What everyone had been too stupid to realize was his information was always half told. That didn’t stop him from using people long enough to gain some advantage or another that allowed him to escape to cause mayhem until he was caught again. An intelligence analyst surmised in the file that Hayle was playing the Lenzaab and the Colonials against each other toward an undisclosed end.

They recommended killing him immediately, but lucky for Hayle—and maybe me—the generals always wanted him alive because they hoped his intel was good.

Hard to believe my people had been so foolish.

As soon as we’d made our initial business about the base with the incoming personnel, I’d run a line to Bentras aboard PS-12 just to confirm Mr. Hayle was firmly in the Habs.

“Where’s Malik?” I asked Calvo.

“Army? He’s running an errand,” Calvo huffed. “Too good to meet the new neighbors like the rest of us. Speaking of which, when you get a sec, sir, Colonel Valden wants a word with you and the new command staff over dinner. Smooth out any potential rough spots before they crack, if you take my meaning, sir.”

“I think I do, Mr. Calvo, thank you,” I said. “And while I have you here, please meet Colonel Strenko of the Lenzaaban Infantry Security Force, as well as Master Sergeant Makenna.”

Calvo gave the master sergeant a firm handshake, neither one deciding to test who had the better strength-enhancing armor in favor of just dropping a greeting to a fellow NCO. Strenko took the Marine’s arm, then turned it over to investigate the exoskeletal rails running along his wrist.

“Nice to meet a fellow warrior,” Strenko said. “This armor looks impressive.”

Calvo waited for the translation software in his helmet to finish before answering. “It’ll do in a pinch, sir. Especially with what waits for us beyond the walls. Welcome to the jungle.”


CHAPTER 13

PREDAXES



We crested the top of the ridge overlooking the first mine we’d ever come across on Faebos. During our first scouting mission with Garza—Spirits watch over him—they’d encountered the nadau, and one of the creatures nearly dusted our entire scouting party. Now, sitting at the ridge overlooking the ringed crater leading to the mine, we’d surrounded the vehicles to use as tables for maps surveying the area.

“This crater is large enough to land the Temesis in,” I said, pointing to the map on my tablet, then out to the crater. “You also have that mountain peak close by. You could build an initial base out there.”

The commander’s recon of the local area included myself, Makenna, Strenko, and the Ambassador Lillan. Riding along for security, Calvo’s SHU Crew drove the Bantams and manned the Zed-Forty-One light machine guns. Two other vehicles full of Lenzaab Infantry security driven by my guardsmen trailed us. They walked our makeshift perimeter where the treeline gave way to the lip of the cavern. Strenko had been adamant about “getting Faebos into his nostrils as soon as possible.” That was how he’d put it. Of course, he only had Faebos in his nostrils for half a minute until he was forced to slam his lid back on to avoid passing out.

Calvo walked into the conversation, waving to get our attention. “Sir, this scout was put together to be agile and quiet, per your request. But without RCP or air support, we shouldn’t be here too long.”

Strenko took the translation and huffed. “Are Colonial Marines here not as fearless as they were in Centridium Space, Mr. Calvo?”

For his size and the perpetual Resting Marine Face, Calvo was remarkably patient with the newcomers. It was a testament to his time as a senior Marine NCO, where tearing down your detractors to build them up as your allies was an art form. Or at least it was in the Lenzaab military. As a Colonial, it was equally possible he’d get pissed at the Lenzaab officer and pitch him over the hundred-meter drop to the bottom of the mine.

“We are fearless enough, sir,” Calvo said. “Which we’ll have to demonstrate after too long if we remain out here.”

“Good point,” Strenko said. “And what of that?”

The Lenzaab commander pulled out his pistol, a long revolver etched and patterned by the strange bioprocess that made their steel light and strong. He cocked the hammer, rotating the cylinder with several clicks until both were locked in place and ready for the colonel to fire. In performing the action, we followed his gaze past Calvo to one of Faebos’s most interesting specimens.

We’d seen the rhino-bears several times during our outings in the jungle. Easily as tall as a Dragoon RCP, it resembled ursine species on many planets with two notable exceptions. One being its size, and the second, a protective ridge ran up the center of its back ending in an armored skull with a wicked black horn rising from the nose. Watching them reach up to nibble on tree fronds and branches high off the ground was something of a marvel as the furry fringe radiating at the brink of their extremities caught and reflected the sunlight in interesting colors.

“Sir, I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I said to Strenko.

“The Enlimax pistol has been a staple of the Lenzaab military for the last decade. With the multi-role-capable ammunition the pistol is able to field, I am certain I could take down such a beast.” The colonel kept his aim along the top half of the animal.

“I’ve seen what these bears are capable of, sir,” I said, trying to sound as serious as I could to a man who seemed Fires-bent on testing his luck today. “With all due respect, Colonel, the animals are greatly respected by the local tribes and Faebos has already proven your ammunition will do little more than cause it to attack.”

“Ahem,” Calvo interrupted. “You ever see what a seven-point-five-millimeter shell out of a Colonial battle rifle can do to a human skull? This here weapon hanging off my kit has seen more conflict than any other weapons platform I know of. Helmet or not, every time it hits a human skull, it kills.”

The former Marine stepped between our Bantams, then positioned himself off to the colonel’s nondominant side, if the way the Lenzaab held his pistol was any indication. Calvo cupped his fingers together, then made a sign with his hands to mimic an explosion.

“Seeing as I am no longer in a military unit,” Calvo explained. “I don’t have to show you a lick of respect. Especially since you’ve decided not to show us any by continuing to aim that weapon when we asked you not to.”

Oh, Calvo, you Firebound Marine.

He continued while Strenko just stared at the rhino-bear. “You’re proving to be the typical Lenzaab who thinks stepping in and showing force is enough to convince anyone to bow and scrape to you. In this, you are wrong. If you shoot that animal with that silly archaic handgun, with ammunition that—by all reports—has already bounced off smaller predators, that monster is going to come over here and stomp us flat. But before that happens, one of my people is going to put a bullet through your left ear and cover your senior NCO with the contents of your skull, thereby demonstrating the destructive power of the XD-14 platform and a warning to any future Lenzaab not to gamble with other people’s lives.”

The colonel slowly turned to face Calvo, the air of superiority and outrage over what was just said similar to what I’d seen in other high-ranking Lenzaab officials throughout my career.

“How dare you speak to me that way?” Strenko hissed.

Calvo knocked his knuckles against his rifle stock, bringing about a slight ring. “The way I figure, sir, you held that pistol like someone who was comfortable wearing it and who never shot it. Now it’s true, you have a lot more people than us in orbit and you brought four of those creepy vat-grown servant-bots with you, but we have Olyrii.”

“Natives with sticks and rocks?” Strenko huffed. “You would jeopardize relations between our groups to satisfy primitives over a bear?”

“Maybe you should ask them?” Calvo said, backing up with his hands clear of his weapons.

Strenko raised his chin and looked down his nose at the retreating Calvo. The former Marine’s actions seemed to satisfy the colonel’s belief in his own rank. He holstered his pistol, stepping to within a few meters of his detractor. “You want me to ask a bunch of mud people how I should tame this backwater? How about this? Master Sergeant Makenna! I want this man in chains, now.”

The colonel turned from Calvo to find the forest surrounding our vehicles and people had come alive. Shimmering silks over ashen skin materialized out of branches and ferns, entering the early daylight from shadows the forest canopy wasn’t quite willing to give up. Composite bows as tall as a human were strung and nocked with arrows that, in the right light, announced venom-coated broadheads.

Spearmen on Olyrii horses waited just inside the canopy, appearing as centaurs ready to charge as soon as the word was given.

Kuchec, ambassador of the Olyrii emerged from the forest with her honor guard, all wrapped in green silks that turned to orange when they left the shadow of the trees. She carried her own XD-14 and stepped to within a meter of the Colonel, stooping to one knee so she could be on an even eye-level. She handed the rifle to her guard, freeing her hands to lay folded over her knee. Her eyes pierced sharper than any knife.

Speaking in Strenko’s native tongue, she said, “I am very interested in why you aimed your weapon at Ryhakoka.”

Strenko looked about, seeing his men outnumbered by the Olyrii. Although most of their weapons were primitive compared to the ones fielded by either my people or Strenko’s, he didn’t need a translator to see the incoming tribesmen were absolutely ready to prove they were just as good at killing as we were.

“That is, of course, if you can articulate in your primitive form of our speak how to communicate with the mud people,” Kuchec hissed.

The shield of Strenko’s helmet did little to conceal the rage-soaked vein playing across his strangely tattooed face. Then, as quickly as it appeared, the anger faded, and he mustered a smile. “I would normally call on Ambassador Predaxes in matters like this, but your command of the Lenzaab language is exquisite, madame. Sometimes members from different sides of the military get in heated discussions such as this. I apologize if it was taken out of context.”

Kuchec stood, towering over the newcomers as she elegantly snatched the rifle back from her guard. “There is no misunderstanding, Lenzaab. There have been Lenzaabs who have tried to hunt here for sport. Ignored the warnings of the mud people.” She snarled out the last bit. “It ended poorly for them as we didn’t intervene when the forest wasn’t respected.”

“Good to know,” Strenko said. “I will take your words to heart and endeavor to be a better man for them.”

I stepped around the colonel, allowing the Olyrii matron to rest her forehead against mine.

“Thank you for coming, Kuchec,” I said. “I’m honored that you kept the jungle from us and allowed us to see Ryhakoka, again. We came on a scouting mission to the old mine in hopes the crater would serve as a landing site for bigger ships to offload more people and equipment.”

“This was talked of with the ambassador who wears your name,” Kuchec said. “Shadaloa is closed to those who do not show the people and their grove respect. All else is none of our concern.”

“So, you would have no objection to us landing here?” the colonel asked.

“Anything that keeps our home safe is welcome,” Kuchec said, still using Strenko’s language. “Anything that threatens our home will be cut from it.”

“Understood,” Strenko said. “Ambassador, please speak with our host and go over what will happen when we land the Temesis. See if they have any needs to attend to and work with the civil affairs officer on the Ark to make it happen. I have another matter. Mr. Calvo, Commander Predaxes, a word please?”

We stepped away from the Bantams, and the array of spun-up, very agitated Olyrii and strolled beside the crater’s edge. Makenna accompanied us, motioning for their men and golens to remain in place.

“Gentlemen, I believe we have a matter that needs to be settled,” Strenko said. “I’m not sure how you old-timey Colonials did it, but in my time, any Lenzaab can call an officer’s decision into question as long as they’re willing to accept any consequences that may arise. I became angry that a man who was only just recently a prisoner called me out, but then I remembered where we are. Even growing up on the Jultiyan safari with my father, there were things one simply didn’t hunt.”

He stopped and turned to face Calvo. Then, with a respectful nod, added, “I should have listened to you, Master Sergeant Calvo.”

Calvo returned the head-bob, remaining at a fixed position amid the apology and the impromptu meeting.

Strenko began removing his armor, stripping the plates and assembling them neatly at his feet. When he was down to the undersuit, we got ourselves a good look at things beneath the protection. It appeared as transparent densely woven muscle fiber from the waist up, which flexed and contorted as he moved. Meshed into the vertebral column was some sort of giant centipede which flexed and chittered as he removed the shirt.

If I didn’t make that clear, the creature was alive. On Strenko. Attached to his back. As much as I admired the future Lenzaab’s tech, I don’t know how I’d feel with an arthropod snapped to my spine.

Tiny polished ringlets lined either side of Strenko’s back where the creature’s legs seemed to hook into. The meteor-like tattoos across his face extended down his torso and disappeared into the pants he wore. He flexed, showing tightly corded muscle, impressive for a man his age.

Seeing an older man built like a Centridium All Games athlete was enough shame-fuel to get me back in the gym. I mean, we weren’t at a lack of exercise with all the dodging predators and overthrowing mutiny plots to keep us on this side of survival, but I didn’t look anywhere close to that.

Though I will say, I preferred my Marine ink to his seemingly haphazard markings.

“In the Lenzaab Grand Army ISF,” Strenko proclaimed, “we have this little tradition we call the strenuous argument. If we have a problem with each other, we deal with it privately, and dare I say, more aggressively.”

Calvo nodded, triggering the quick release on his armor. Where the colonel took nearly five minutes to strip out of his gear, the act of prying open a buckle and holding the release block on his shoulder a certain way, triggered the entire frame to open and Calvo to step free. He shucked his plate carrier, throwing it down beside Strenko’s armor. When he raised his hand to me, I knew what he’d wanted.

“In the Marines, we call this throwing tags,” Calvo explained. “We each take our dog tags and toss them to a third party who makes sure we don’t kill each other. Then we hash things out. Seeing as I no longer have tags of my own, I’ve been borrowing the commander’s.”

Looking around, everyone else—whether they be Marines, Lenzaab ISF on security, or the Olyrii making sure no one shot the rhino-bear—had half an eye on the spectacle of two warriors about to settle an argument with good old-fashioned violence.

“As we’ve seen, I will need to keep my helmet on to keep conscious. Consider the rest of my armor my tag?”

Calvo barely agreed when Strenko kicked him square in the crotch, then open palmed him to the face. The blow was lightning fast and hard, sending the Marine inmate to the mud in a hard wet crash. Calvo spit, rising back to his feet. He charged, juking to the flank at the last minute to throw a heavy-booted side kick into the Lenzaab commander. The man doubled over, leaving Calvo the opening to deliver another hard kick and batter his opponent to the back of the thighs.

Strenko went down in a hard fall, landing on his shoulders after almost flipping in place. In another display of hidden strength and agility belying his age, the colonel kipped-up back to his feet and spun into a leg sweep that toppled Calvo in return. Both men gained their bearings in no time flat, and I had to wonder how long this was going to go on as each man seemed unfazed by the other’s tactics.

Calvo rushed and leveled a hard cross-punch to the colonel’s jaw, where I witnessed something which prompted me to begin recording with my helmet cam. When the former Marine hit the colonel, Strenko’s strange, traced bead tattoos shimmered or moved just enough to make it look like his skin twitched. It reminded me of the way certain reactive armor on our Lenzaab fighting vehicles compressed to strengthen an area, protecting the crew from impact or explosives.

The skin-wide shimmer happened again and Strenko’s speed almost doubled. He pounded Calvo with a flurry of blows and kicks, backing the former Marine on his heels. An upward palm strike to Calvo’s chin exposed his neck and threw his head back. Strenko executed a brutal clothesline, dropping his adversary in an explosive splash to the mud at their feet. When my inmate didn’t rise, Strenko knelt down and helped Calvo up.

Holding his sparring partner steady, he said, “I get it. You’ve been here and know how this place works. You also need to know we are out of options, Marine. There are three habitable planets on this side of the wormhole within reach. We have limited power and resources. Faebos seems like the best shot. Especially since you are all here. We are not the Lenzaabs you fought before, Marine. At least give me the chance to prove it.”

Calvo nodded, turning their grip on each other into a handshake.

Makenna, standing close by, handed Strenko his armor and turned to face Calvo. “I trust we will not be doing this again.”

Calvo squared himself off, staring down at the smaller master sergeant. “No, we will not.”

“You good?” I asked Calvo when Strenko was in conversation with the ambassador.

“He hits like a fly,” Calvo huffed.

I nearly jumped out of my skin when Kuchec silently approached from behind and put her hands on both our shoulders. She took a part of her sash and wiped the blood from the side of Calvo’s mouth. “You let him win.”

“What?” I asked, not sure if she was being serious.

“You do not win a war by winning every battle. Sometimes, you have to get caught to know where to find the enemy’s camp,” Calvo said, placing his hand on Kuchec’s shoulder. He turned to me. “Did you see it?”

“The weird marks on his body? Yeah,” I said.

“We should leave now,” Kuchec interrupted, loud enough for the group to hear. “It’s not safe.”

Strenko approached, fitting the last of his armor. “We really should conduct a more thorough recon of the crater and the attached mine. We have the commander’s Marines, my detachment of infantry, and a small host of golens. What could be so dangerous we couldn’t handle it?”

“Ryhakoka says that is not a good idea,” Kuchec said.

“The bear?” Strenko asked.

The trees behind us parted, making way for the man-sized horn jutting from the rhino-bear’s nose. The massive omnivore sniffed us, sneezing when it got a nostril full of something it didn’t agree with. It angled its massive head, rubbing Kuchec and almost impaling a golen dutifully standing by as he wasn’t told to move.

This close to Ryhakoka, the Lenzaab Visitors were entranced. Their duties amid the recon were forgotten as a creature the size of the combat mech ignored all of us and our gear.

It couldn’t care less that we had Bantams and firearms, plus whatever the Visitors brought. This was its territory, and as far as it was concerned, we weren’t the biggest threat.

The trees where Ryhakoka had just exited gave way to a small pride of samoks—what the Olyrii called the goli. The predatory felines hissed and chittered at the sight of Ryhakoka standing her ground. Cementing her point, the rhino-bear further impressed the Visitor contingent by standing on its hind legs, waving its heavily taloned paws. Its roar topped off the aggressive display, ended by slamming its feet back to the soil. In recognition to this forest’s queen, the goli raced around the edge of the crater, fear mixing with speed as they escaped.

“We must move. This is no good,” Kuchec said. She pointed into the trees, and I saw entire flocks of drag-bats, one of Faebos’s most numerous avians, scatter into the sky as a single dark screeching cloud. “Stay apart. Do not bunch!”

We mounted our crew onto the Bantams and almost lost one over the side when the rhino-bear backed to the edge of the crater and climbed down to the first road ringing the depression.

“Scatter into the forest where possible,” I called over the comms. I waved to Kuchec mounting one of the rek saroh horses. “What is it?”

“It is no time for jokes or fistfights to prove nothing, brother Predaxes. Run!” Kuchec shouted as she led her people through the tangle of the forest.

The trees behind us exploded as a titanic creature at a dead run broke through. Its elongated armored head covered in a smooth black chiton had odd patterns etched across the surface, giving it the appearance of someone painting it like a human skull. Fortified plates indicative of Faebos’s most dangerous predators wrapped its body, and in those surrounding its neck and shoulders, a cascade of black-hued fur scintillated when it tore into the sunlight.

There was no time for the Lenzaab driver to jam on the accelerator as the beast lowered its head and rammed into the Bantam. The vehicle flew into the empty space over the pit, catapulting above the climbing rhino-bear and into the center of the crater. Men and golens spilled from the tumbling vehicle to fall to their deaths along the hundred meters to the dig site’s sandy bottom.

The monstrosity roared at Ryhakoka so loud, it crackled the auditory sensors in my helmet. It wasn’t just any roar; this monster was making a proclamation that its territory was anywhere it decided it was. It gripped the side of the crater, stomping its front paws and sending up torrents of dust. A duo of survivors who’d managed to clamber out of the Bantam before its deadly descent scrambled to their feet at mere arm’s length from the monster. Their long-barreled rifles were quick to snap to their shoulder, firing highly destructive rounds that cracked upon impact, spilling corrosive to aid in piercing thick targets.

This animal didn’t care.

It took the hits, shirking away and rolling into the vines, and flattened forest to scrape the material from its skin. Dropping dagger-length claws into the muck to stop its slide, the animal roared at the attacking Lenzaab infantry, scaring them enough to break into a run to the next closest vehicle.

The animal, which was three times the size of the samok we’d brought back from the station, dropped onto the escaping Lenzaab several meters away. The first man’s armor cracked like a nutshell, spilling his blood and the brackish fluid in whatever drove his suit. It slammed a paw on the man’s thigh, then ripped his torso from his lower half before it pulled back its chitinous face armor to reveal a probing beak full of lethal teeth.

That mouth was something else. I couldn’t truly say if it was more avian or mammal. Sure, it was a beak, but not exactly hard and pointy like a bird. And last time I checked, birds didn’t unhinge their seed-eaters.

The second man had been knocked down by the impact, and was being recovered by a golen when the monster spun. Covered in dripping gore and entrails, the monster roared again. That’s when I saw the backside. Two tails, also armored like a tank, were capped by two-meter-round spheres, spiked and ready to smack and shred anyone who got close.

Calvo came out of the trees and rammed the animal with the Bantam. The beast tumbled several feet and skittered down the side of the crater. Unsure if it was out of the fight for good, the SHU Crew Marines made quick work of pulling the stragglers into their vehicle and hit the accelerator.

Strenko and his people gasped in horror and awe as the animal leaped back over the lip of the crater to slam down where Calvo’s Bantam had just been. A chirping growl sounded from the thing’s throat and the chase was on.

“Five Fires, burn it all!” I shouted and jammed my vehicle forward. We throttled through the jungle, dinging off jutting roots and jumping off berms we couldn’t see in the undergrowth. Ahead of us, the animal’s four-legged gait was much more economical than the samok, propelling it faster than I dared to go. I was doing nearly sixty KPH and falling behind as the animal gained on Calvo driving the lead Bantam.

“Calvo! Hit the brakes, count to three, then veer toward the crater!” I shouted into the link.

“Are you out of your mind?” Calvo shot back.

He might have called me out on the tactic, but he did as I’d asked, nearly flipping the truck in the process. He slid and slammed off several roots, almost going headlong into a giant tree marking a rise in the terrain.

The mammoth new predator sailed over the truck, not able to stop in time to nab onto it with its jaws. That didn’t stop it from snapping at the vehicle as flipped over in flight.

At the last second, Calvo veered the truck to the left and beat the accelerator, triggering the creature to aim itself for its next leg in the chase. I slammed my Bantam into the animal’s side as I raced up behind Calvo and continued to the target when he banked. The animal tumbled through the trees, shattering trunks and tearing up huge chunks of the terrain as it found its footing and brought itself to a rapid stop.

Its grating hiss was all the notice I needed for me to hit the gas and get us moving at top speed. We launched from the vine-encrusted hill, racing in reverse the way we came until I could see we had enough room for me to turn. I slapped the brakes, bringing us in a loop to put the nose of the truck forward and ready to run. I pressed my foot nearly through the floor, giving the throttle a good beating.

Aggravated by my little stunt, the monster sprinted at us, then took a track deeper into the jungle, racing between trees and heavy foliage. It was difficult to keep track of its movements. As big as it was, the jungle was dense. My heart was racing, and every time I lost track of the thing, it threatened to burst.

“Incoming!” Four-Seven shouted beside me.

I smashed the brake again, grinding us to a crawl as the monster erupted from the fronds ahead of us to tumble out toward the crater. I jumped us forward for an instant, then heated it down the embankment for the crater onto the winding road that orbited the interior of the depression. With no roots, vines, or trees in my way, I pushed the Bantam to well over a hundred klicks per hour, trusting the combat vehicle to cling to the sandy road.

The monster sailed from the trees above us, landing directly in our path.

“Hold on!” I shouted in both my language and theirs. Apparently, I had no trouble speaking their lingo when I was terrified.

Yanking hard on the wheel, I took us down the crater wall to the next spiraling roadway. Four-Seven climbed from her seat to the gunner’s spot, taking hold of the Zed-Forty-One machine gun. She laid harassing fire at the monster, scoring multiple hits to its head and shoulders as it bounded onto the path behind us. As she sent all Five Fires at the animal in the form of six-point-five-millimeter bursts, I swore under my breath. We were rapidly approaching Ryhakoka, the Olyrii’s cherished rhino-bear.

The animal easily outweighed our chasing murderous fan club by several tons, but it was clearly afraid of whatever this thing was and not keen to fight it.

I hit the brakes one more time, causing the monster to do the same. With no other choice, I careened us down to the next level, hoping to bait it away from the rhino-bear. It didn’t work. The beast abandoned chasing us in favor of rushing at the Ryhakoka.

“Changing drums!” Four-Seven shouted.

“Fires and fury!” I shouted back. I poured on the speed, racing ahead on the lower road and then tearing back up the wall to place myself and my gun-toting passengers back between the bear and the monster.

“What are you doing?” Master Sergeant Makenna shouted.

“Returning a favor,” I said. “When that thing charges, you pour every weapon you have into it.”

A heavy kinetic shockwave struck the road in the monster’s way, blowing a huge chunk of the path free and sending the animal tumbling into the crater. On the other side of the mine, a Fat Bird carrying a Bantam zipped over the trees, dropping its weaponized payload over the pit. An RCP was exactly what we needed.

Thruster jets flared behind the mech, slowing the descent and letting the Robot Combat Platform land in the crater at a run.

“Volina to Predaxes! I need your gunner to keep laying fire at the thing. Drive it to the other side of the crater.”

I relayed the message and then hit the horn. The combination of angry gunfire from the Forty-One and the weak shrill bleat of the Bantam horn annoyed the terrified rhino-bear enough to make it climb from the crater and seek the safety of the jungle.

Below us, Volina vaulted her mech away from our incoming fire, sending twenty-millimeter rifle slugs into the animal as she ran. One of the rounds struck the terror on its side, punching a titanic hole into the armor and ruining its front paw. Angered and now injured, the beast rushed Volina, only to run straight into deployment of the APADS, the antipersonnel arc defense system.

A snap-crack of thunder whipped the animal away from the mech as the defense system’s explosive shock lashed out and struck the beast. Part of its fur-lined collar burned away as it limped several steps and keeled over.

Volina put two more slugs into it, turning the aggressive predator into a corpse.

I drove the Bantam to her at the center of the crater, parking beside it while she got out of the towering mech.

“Commander! Are you okay?” she shouted as she descended the outer rigging steps to the sand.

“I’m good. Thank the Spirits STC was paying attention. Thank you for being on QRF today,” I said, slapping her armor.

“You’re welcome, sir. Everyone else okay?”

“We are. Thank you, Lieutenant,” Strenko said. He was breathing heavy and I didn’t blame him. “What is this creature?”

I noted the awe and respect in his voice, and I wouldn’t be lying if I didn’t feel it too. “I’ve never seen one before. I’ve gone over the colonist’s notes on Faebos’s wildlife—which are extensive. If they’d ever encountered it, they didn’t list it in the log.”

“Well, this has been some reconnaissance,” Makenna quipped.

“Indeed, Master Sergeant,” Strenko agreed. “Call down the Temesis right away. We don’t have time to waste with trucks and simple surveys. We need better gear if we are going to stick to the timetable.”

“Timetable?” I asked.

“Yes, Commander,” Strenko said. “We have forty thousand mouths to feed between the Ark and the destroyers. We are down to only a month’s worth of supplies if we ration. We’re running out of time. Quickly.”


CHAPTER 14

MALIK



“Pilot Sam, do you want me to attempt to squeeze into the entry?” Deejee asked.

“Nope. I want you to stand guard out there. Knowing the neighborhood like we do, I might need a hot engine and a cool exit, if you take my meaning.”

“You want me to blow up potential threats as you make your escape,” the AI responded.

“You know it, friend.” I dropped down into the courtyard, letting my knees bend to take the brunt of the fall.

Upon returning to Faebos, I was pretty skeptical that our alien Lenzaabs just so happen to look the way they did, especially the hands. That’s what really bothered me. I could get the idea that genetically coding a construct to have opposable thumbs on both sides might be a good idea if it worked, but it was the implementation that bothered me. I’d seen that exact configuration before and Kuchec confirmed it with her little show-and-tell session back at Shadaloa.

Which begged the question…

“What do you think you’re doing?” I asked behind me. “And don’t bother hiding. Deejee spotted you hours after we left Shadaloa.”

Tyson Hayle crept from the underbrush, looking dirty and tired, but no worse for wear. He held his hands out to his sides to show me he didn’t have a shank or worse to do me in.

“I was curious how you get to run all over the compound while the rest of us are kept on a short leash,” Hayle said through a muffled rebreather mask.

I approached and motioned toward his head gear. “Let me adjust this to broadcast. As long as we’re within twenty-five meters of each other, we should be able to talk.”

“Thanks, brother.” His words and that predatory smile said different things, but I think I was getting used to his particular brand of crazy. “You’re still looking out for me, I see.”

“Spirits know why,” I responded. “I was vaguely amused to see you here, seeing as you were Lieutenant Bentras’s favorite cell decoration. I didn’t think she’d part with you.”

“It didn’t work out. She was all law and order and I just love the chaos. It’s a tale of forbidden love.” He laughed. “Hey, how long until I can do that?”

“The no helmet thing?” I asked. “Months.” I returned my helmet to my head. “But once you’re here for a few weeks it goes a lot quicker. Here. Take this.”

I handed him my rifle. I’d taken to carrying a XD-14 shorty to make riding in Deejee easier.

“You’re entrusting me with a weapon?” Hayle huffed.

“I gave you one last time. What’s the big deal?” I pointed out. “Look. It’s easy. You might be a cold-blooded killer, but you can’t help yourself when it comes certain things. I kept you on this side of the dirt twice, and I’m not afraid to be around you. Like you said on the station, it’s a wild thing.”

“Indeed,” Hayle said. “And we are out deep enough that even your natives aren’t around. This is as wild as it gets.”

“We better be careful, then. No one’s coming to save us.” I triggered my SIN-Link, activating security measures on my RCP.

“Launching drone,” Deejee announced.

A backpack-sized bot zipped from the mech, flying through the trees to land beside us. Collapsing its rotors, the four gyro mounts transformed into legs. The miniature AI tapped the rest of the way to stand between us, aiming its prehensile sensor node our direction.

“Designation?” I asked.

“Pelor-Uniform-Four-Four,” came the response in text through my HUD.

Hayle laughed.

“Seriously?” I said. “Someone named the drone Puff?”

“Pelor-Uniform-Four-Four,” it repeated.

“Well, that’s a mouthful. So Puff it is. Puff, I need you to run initial reconnaissance over the compound. Fill me in on hostile life-forms, potential rad leaks—anything that would pose risk to a human occupant.”

Puff beeped, reconfiguring its crab legs into rotors, and floated past us. As the picture-in-picture HUD window came to life in my helmet, I handed Hayle the SIN-Link tablet so he could follow along.

“What are you doing out here?” Hayle asked, readily accepting the device.

“We know the bio-androids the Visitors have were cast from the nadau genetics code,” I explained. When he gave me a look like I had more than a small screw loose, I added, “The nadau being the spider-legged aliens you saw in the brief.”

“Oh, those nadau,” Hayle quipped.

“Since you apparently couldn’t be bothered peruse the brief, think giant six-limbed aliens that rip open your body at the neck and drink you like a juice box,” I snapped. “Let’s just say, in a galaxy where I’ve visited countless Colony worlds, I’ve never seen anything like them. They’re unique to Faebos, which means, if the Visitors based their bio-androids or whatever they are on the nadau… they’ve been here before.”

“Fires,” Hayle swore, returning his attention to the tablet.

Puff was just starting to take flight.

“So you are searching for their first parking spot,” Hayle commented. “Smooth.”

“As gravel,” I added. “But not quite. It also stood to reason the mining company survey team would start from where the Lenzaab teams left off.”

“Why would Lenzaaban send teams?”

“To offer Colonial rights, see whether they wanna bother with the planet. In this case, someone saw just enough to set up a camp and pull off an experiment or two before selling the mining rights. It’s also a camp no one is using but us.”

We’d come in at the backend of a steep cliff, where water dripped off the mountainside above us. The drone drifted around the hard patter of the water into the first section of the compound. A high wall surrounded the facility, dotted by low, squat buildings built out of heavy cargo containers. Nine of them, arranged in a square, wrapped around another grouping of containers that had been stacked and attached together as the central hub of the outpost. Lenzaab markings on the sides of the buildings had been crossed out, covered by hastily scrawled Colonial mining logos. Even those were rotted and faded by overgrown jungle trying to reclaim the area. As the drone gained altitude, I caught sight of the antenna array still intact, albeit covered by moss and vines.

Clearing out some of the vegetation and providing modern sealant against the environment before letting the plants grow back could turn this into an excellent patrol base for Ransackers, or those like myself who used to be one. I tipped my chin in Hayle’s direction. Judging by the look her wore while studying the screen, my man was probably thinking the same thing.

“So you really didn’t answer my question earlier,” I commented. “With most of Purgatory Station vacant, why trick your way into a ride?”

Hayle made a showing of curling his fingers into claws. “Funny. When the Second Right saw that samok, they took it as a sign from the great ghosts—or whatever it is they pray to.”

“Spirits,” I said.

“Sure. Now, with a lot of the staff all in between the planet and Purgatory, I figured my best way off was to show I had restraint. It would have been easier to kill the samok, so I didn’t.”

“But why?”

“There’s an honesty in having to kill for your meals.”

“Preach,” I quipped.

I whirled the drone around to the backside of the camp, where a pool churned with the runoff from the mountain. Taking to altitude, Puff ran a wide scan of the area, highlighting a series of rapidly closing, radiating lines through the camp. Somewhere under all that rock was a cave or tunnel, if not more.

“And there it is,” I said. “C’mon.”

We half slid, half jogged down the embankment, approaching the perimeter wall, which had been constructed of dense stone, ridged in places for an APADS system.

“Looks like we’re gonna have to go over,” I said.

“You sure the shock system isn’t still active?” Hayle asked.

I removed the pack from my back, leaning against the wall and tossing it over. “Nope.”

Hayle groaned.

“Don’t be a baby,” I said, starting the climb. I got halfway up and said, “See?”

Hayle followed and we landed on very forgiving ground covered in vines. Rather than leaving the rocky mountainside as flooring for the camp, someone had taken the time to crush stone, allowing for a more level surface with good drainage. It also meant a lot of noise. Each step crackled, which was good on a predatory planet that wants to chew you up and spit you out.

I dropped my pack against the largest of the structures, motioning to Hayle to return my SIN-Link. Pulling the flap from the bag, I removed a tangle wires. I cursed when the connectors didn’t match for the control plate on the door. Fishing around, I brought up a tool kit with a large metal bar attached.

Hayle made a show of a slow clap. “Well, aren’t you inventive.”

Tapping several ratchet bits onto the bolt sitting below the plate, I finally came away with the one needed to trigger the manual release. I snapped the bar into the bit and heaved against the bolt.

Nothing.

“Step aside,” Hayle said, giving it a go.

“It seems our manhood is the same size,” I said when he couldn’t budge it either.

After a bit of maneuvering into place, we teamed up to finally break through the rust and pry the bolt into place. The hatch slid away freely, exposing our masks to much cooler air that fogged up our lenses.

Inside was much like an airlock. Capable of holding about ten people comfortably, the hatch had controls for both powered and unpowered cycling of the door. If this had been built when I suspected, it would have automated atmospheric controls to enable breathable upon entry and exit. Having hatches this large and sophisticated meant whoever built this place didn’t know humans could adjust to the outside air after occasional exposure.

We passed through the next door, locking the hatch behind us to seal in the facility. I switched to thermal mapping in my helmet, making a mental note to thank Lassara for the upgrade during the mutiny fight we’d had only a few months back. I handed Hayle my flashlight, seeing as all he had was the rebreather mask.

Working my way up a ladder to the second floor, I found the entry point for the power coming off the generator outside. Situating Hayle beside me with my trusty torch, I went about the work of connecting the power pack in my ruck to the grid inside the station.

“You learned to do all this in secret agent school?” Hayle asked.

“Nah. Ransackers,” I admitted. “I was part of a raider force. Lots of Void Ops. Run a target in vacuum, breach the ship, restore power if there was damage to the reactor. This is pretty much the same, just on a smaller scale.”

“Have you done time in the line?”

“Yes, sir. Two-One infantry out of Ratimar.”

The mention of the planet where I’d saved his life caused the light he was holding for me to shiver. “So you’d been there before?”

“For a minute,” I said, threading the last of the wiring into the pack. I grabbed a stray leaf from the floor, holding it beside the air handler bolted there. The ancient frond blew apart in the steady stream of air evacuating the device. “You know what I’m gonna say next, right?”

“No lights. No noise.” Then he did his best impression of me. It was actually pretty damn good. “Keep it on the down low because Faebos is full of teeth.” A smirk took a victory lap across his face.

“Rock solid there, Infantry. Now let’s get some answers,” I said.

We made our way to the other side of the control hub and activated the workstations against the wall. The cargo box constructed ops building had shutters to the outside, but without Deejee here to lay down the law or an infantry platoon to cover all the angles, my guess was the long years of remaining closed had built a considerable amount of residue on the action, which would sound like a dinner bell to anything close by if we opened them. I was content to watch outside through Puff the drone and work by track light.

“So, is there anything for me to do, or should I take a nap?” Hayle asked.

I tapped along a selection of start-up routines, careful not to boot any processes that would lead to any big machinery anywhere on the base to fire up. Judging by the date on the load screen, this place has been without tenants for some time. Best not to annoy any neighbors that might’ve moved in next door.

“The air handlers should be at full breathe in about ten minutes,” I said. “You can take off your mask and settle in over there. Take my tablet and work Puff around the base. Deejee is on guard at the top of the rise, but you might catch something he’s not primed to scan for. When you got a handle on it, take him in here and let me know what you find.”

“What is that?” Hayle asked, scanning the layout on the tablet.

“Core sampling shack,” I said. “I don’t know what the original Lenzaabs used it for, but the miners ran it to take mineral samples. From these first few files, they have core sites all over the valley, dating to the last one which eventually became the first dig location for the company.”

“You know it?” Hayle asked.

I tapped across a series of locked screens, concerned there were files I couldn’t access. “Yeah, it’s where we first encountered the nadau, the spider-legs. Let’s just say it didn’t go well.”

Funny thing about working in Colonial Intel, it was common to visit decommissioned sites like this and do a bit of digging around. So we not only had to know what to look for, we had to be trained on how to get it. That required a lot of schoolwork on old computer systems, filing methods, and knowing personnel management to figure out who knew what. All these action vids have spies just shooting stuff and riding off into the sunset with the hot girl, but no one ever makes the show about having to piss into a bottle for the third day in a row because you’ve been staking out a target. But here I was, working on computer systems possibly older than my fatherfiguring out how to navigate a root command menu because the operating system was having a senior moment.

Lucky me.

And there it was. The files weren’t locked, they were just behind a partition in the system. Someone was hiding their dirty zines under the mattress.

“Got something,” Hayle said.

I set the files to download to a data chip and worked my way over to Hayle. True to form, the man had found a pitcher and used some foil packaging for spare computer parts, and a wire to boil water for the tea he’d decided to smuggle with him.

“No coffee?” I asked, plopping down to my fourth point of contact.

“Bad for you,” he replied.

“They had running water?”

“Smells like shit, but it’s boiled.” He folded some paper he’d found into cups and handed me one. Then, pointing to the tablet, he added, “Coring chamber.”

I took the device and keyed Puff the drone to do a slow pan. “Those are nadau, but they look frozen. The color is all wrong. They’re a light gray with bluish tinged highlights and these right here, they glow. Bioluminescence. These look like they’re covered in ash.”

“What would do that?”

“Only one thing I know of,” I said, and took a sip of the tea. “Tastes like shit too.”

“Tell me you’ve never had toilet wine without telling me you’ve never had toilet wine.”

And there it was. I knew he’d eventually come around to this discussion.

I grabbed up my pack and stood, leaving the power cell plugged in so we could return to working the place after a bit of snooping around.

“Short rest,” he commented.

“No sleep for the wicked,” I said, then waved a hand. “C’mon. Let’s get sleuthy.”

We trekked across the courtyard where every loud footfall made my teeth itch. Granted, we had the constant patter of the water tumbling off the mountain feeding the pool close by, but a broken rhythmic churning of the rock could signal a predator to investigate what had taken residence in the empty nest.

We arrived at the next converted shipping container, its hatch open to expose a wealth of old equipment in mostly good repair. Puff sat on the lid of an open well leading into the ground, bringing its extended prehensile neck from its vigil over the hole to peer at us. The hyper-drill and core sampler machine hovered above on a swing arm connected to a crane.

“You wanna stay here and cover while I go in to look?” I asked.

“I didn’t sign up to be your sherpa,” Hayle joked. “If I’m going to be new to the neighborhood, you might as well show me around.”

The muffled whine of Puff’s rotors sounded ahead of us as the drone returned to the hole. We followed the machine down the maintenance ladder, careful to give it room to descend. It activated a brilliant floodlight, turning the inky darkness below into whitewashed daylight.

Climbing fifty meters to the bottom of the shaft, we entered into a chamber roughly the size of the cargo boxes above. Swirling bluish dust floated about us as we crawled from the ladder, stepping toward the frozen statues of spider-legs arranged about the floor. At the far end of the chamber, a hole cut into the wall descended into more darkness stretching far beyond where our lights or the night vision in my helmet could reach.

“They look like they were in pain,” Hayle said.

“I think they were.” I pulled a metal vacuum bottle from my pack and handed it to him. “This is a mineral the miners found on their last trip to Faebos.” I left out the part regarding how I’d come about my first dose of the stuff. The Olyrii had deposited it right in front of Deejee as he and I were hoofing it through their jungle. Even before I’d met the natives, they were keen on helping us out. “It’s highly toxic to the nadau. I think someone used this place to lure them in and test it.”

Hayle rubbed the blue powder between his fingers. “The colonists or the Lenzaabs?”

I shrugged. “I don’t think they cared. Go ahead. Touch them.”

Hayle poked the first frozen nadau, and with the barest amount of pressure, the entire thing collapsed into dust. “This blue substance is responsible for this?”

“Yep. Which means we’re not gonna find out anything down here. Other than this…” I pointed to one of the remaining ash corpses. “Look at their backs. The nadau we’ve seen all had these tentacle looking things. These don’t.”

“Different species?” Hayle asked. “And what about this one?”

I turned to follow his question to the source, finding my fellow cellie brushing off a robot. Roughly the size of a manech, the robot had the same six-lens configuration as our current androids’ helmets. Where the manechs were built to resemble an off-colored human, this was clearly a robot built to more skeletal specifications than the current models.

“That, my friend, is a gen 2 Lenzaab Trimark security mech,” I pulled out my SIN-Link, scrolling through pages of data we’d pirated from the main system until I found what I wanted. “They had thirty of them when they landed, but there’s no record of how many they left behind when they pulled up stakes. If this is correct, though, they also had four gen 1 heavy combat mechs. Now, those would come in handy.”

“Old shit. How do they compare to a manech?”

“We could power one up and find out.” I laughed. “I only have the one power cell with me, though.”

Puff chirped, then broadcast a sign of movement coming from the exit tunnel. Waveforms ticked off at the side of my vision while the echo patterns suggested more than one set of feet.

“Don’t move,” I warned.

A nadau clicked as it squeezed its way into the hole. This one seemed to be of the normal variety, full size, back tendrils, and a wicked-looking ocular sensor stripe running across its oblong head. Seeing one upright out in the environment was scary enough, but to see one practically disarticulate itself as it poured from the small tunnel entrance was like something out of a child’s nightmare. The creature’s clicking rose and fell in a sort of pattern until it sniffed us out at the opposite end of the chamber.

“Well, then,” Hayle said. Apparently, my warning to stay still didn’t translate to shut the fuck up. “Aren’t you something to look at? How about it, creepy critter? You wanna get wild?”

Hayle raised his hand, moving forward between the ashen husks toward the alien. Holding his blue-stained fingers, his swagger never faltered as the creature scanned the gravesite, fearful. With his other hand, Hayle unstopped the bottle containing the rest of the dust I’d brought.

“What’s wrong? You don’t like me now?” Hayle asked as he approached.

“Watch the tendrils,” I cautioned. “Contact venom.”

I moved backward, skinning my X-18 and hoping the eleven-point-five-millimeter shells were enough to dig a new nadau grave if it came to that. I inspected the skeletal Trimark.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” I whispered.

“What?” Hayle asked.

With my free hand, I thumbed what the old-time military cronies who trained me used to call the giggle switch. If the robot had any power, even if it was just a spark, it would send a jolt through the entire system to prime the mech for activation. Think of it like a systems test to see if all the connections were active. Despite the very dangerous creature who put my lights out the first time we danced, I almost laughed when the robot shivered.

The creature retreated back toward the hole, its face darting from side to side as if it expected to get bum-rushed. Capitalizing on the nadau’s confusion, Hayle flicked a single grain of the powder in the alien’s direction. It flinched as though I’d struck its giggle switch. Then, in a burst of incredible speed, it dodged backward and scrambled to slither itself into the hole.

“Time to go,” I said. “They usually don’t take to being backed off like this. He’s probably going to get his buddies and come back to talk to us about all the racket.”

“Be sure to close the securing hatch at the top of the sampling tunnel on your way out,” the Trimark beside us barked.

Hayle jumped at the new voice. Startled, he bumped into another of the ash statues and turned it into a lump of powder on the floor. I ducked off to the side as he dropped to a knee and aimed the XDS-14 at the mech.

“Please exit the chamber with all possible haste,” the mech announced. “The creature will return with more of its kind, and I am at zero capacity for Formula Fifteen.”

“Formula Fifteen?” I asked.

“Version fifteen point six to be exact. This area is not safe. Please exit the chamber with all possible haste.”

“Fifteen point six?” Hayle asked. “That really is old.”

“Do you have power enough to climb out?” I asked.

“That is not part of my current mission parameters,” it answered. “Please exit the chamber with all possible haste.”

“Protocol Four-Four-Three-Seven-Three-Three-One Sigmar Indar. Confirm,” I said, hoping the trick I’d pulled on my Lenzaab jailers during the mutiny would work on these much older models.

“Confirm,” the bot said, its sensor beads turning from red to a light amber.

“Go to condition red and lock out all other override commands,” I ordered.

“Confirm,” the mech repeated and returned its sensor eyes to its operational crimson.

“Up the ladder.” I turned to Hayle. “I’m giving you thirty seconds once I reach the top of the hatch, and if you’re not connected to my ankles, you can consider this your permanent digs.”

Puff jumped up from its spot on the cave floor, switching to its flight configuration and zipping into the well. I pushed the Trimark up the ladder, noticing the machine slowing as it crawled along. If it stopped midway, we were gonna have to scramble over it.

“Unidentified user Zero-One, this unit is suffering a considerable degradation of power. This unit has five percent remaining power to battery reserve.”

Damn it. “Calculate climb within two percent power and jump for the exit!”

“I don’t see why you’re worried. Can’t we just sprinkle some dust on them?” Hayle asked through my SIN-Link.

“Only if we have no other option,” I responded. “We’re gonna need all we can get if these things start sprouting outside the tunnel.”

Ahead of me, the mech leaped upward through the opening at the top of the coring chamber, flopping over the lip of the hole with its dead battery. We climbed up after it, landing on the other side and sliding the hatch cover into place on top of the well. Hayle and I teamed up again, turning the manual crank wheel to seal the chamber below us.

“What’s the possibility those things are going to come back through the tunnel once their scout tells them what we have in our possession?” Hayle asked.

It was a rhetorical question, but the answer came in the form of a heavy slam from the other side.

Hayle jumped from his spot, aiming the XDS at the sealed hatch. “Is that going to hold?”

“Time will tell,” I said. “Let’s get back to the ops building. Puff. Lead the way.”

The drone returned to its step config, then clicked across the crushed stone ahead of us, tapping nearly silently under the patter of the waterfall. We followed close behind. If we could recover our place at the command and control deck, I’d feel three steps closer to safe.

Before long we made it, but I was wrong. My skin still crawled. I didn’t feel even a touch safer.

“How do we know there’s none of the nadau in the building?” Hayle asked, adding to my discomfort.

I worked over the console, only half listening to him. “Dust. There’s no disturbed dust other than what we did coming in here.”

It was the assurance I needed, and I hoped it would be enough for him too.

The system spat back a flurry of info, keying me into what I was looking for in this latest peek at the station records. A hand motion to Hayle and we were on the move again. We threaded our way over the crushed stone until coming to another converted container building at the perimeter of the camp. After a second round of my ratchet key trick, we pried open the hatch.

“Oh! Candy store,” Hayle said, looking over the cargo boxes and the charging stations for the Trimark robots. “Five left?”

“Six counting the one asleep outside the coring hatch,” I corrected. “And don’t forget that?” I pointed.

“A tarp?” Hayle asked.

I pulled the canvas, revealing a Trimark heavy combat mech. “According to the boards, they are all missing parts that had been pulled to repair other mechs.”

“So they’re dead?”

“Not once we get the broadcast tower fixed,” I said. “We’re gonna place an order.”


CHAPTER 15

MALIK



The extreme thrust of the Fat Bird’s engines bent several of the trees nearly horizontal and snapped even more as the shuttle descended into the canopy. A slight hop of the angling jets kicked the ship’s tail off to the side, narrowly avoiding a finger of rock jutting up from the vines.

The ramp lowered, disgorging a host of Ransacker scouts in light striker kit. The fighters in overpowered exoskeletons stomped down the ramp, each with a helmet bearing the holographic representation of a red skull. The last man’s holo, however, was white over deep black, almost making it look like the ghostly skull floated in empty space above his shoulders.

“Where’s the orange jumpsuit?” Lassara, the bearer of said helmet, asked as he raised a hand in greeting.

I snapped my palm to his, bringing the man in for a hug. “Man, forget about the jumpsuit. Hey, I want you to meet Tyson Hayle.”

Las stepped forward and gave a handshake. I guess he was saving the hug. “As in the guy from Ratimar? Wanted in, like, four systems.”

“Wow, Malik. We’ve known each other for how long, and you’re already telling the parental units about me?” Hayle joked.

“Oh, he’s going to fit right in,” Las quipped.

“We’ll see,” I said. “He can be a bit stiff.”

“No need to share bedroom stories,” Las said with another laugh.

The group of Ranger Scout commandos slipped ahead of us in the foliage, moving in single file toward the old mining camp. Behind us, a Colonial M-LOC trundled down the ramp, stopping just behind the Fat Bird. In a blast of thrust and throttle, the pilot juked the plane upward, then hit the engines hard for atmo.

“Been awhile since I’ve seen a military logistics and operations carrier,” Hayle said. “Spec Ops used to get them. I once knew a guy with a civilian cargo loader that he drove remotely. We strapped a bunch of plate steel to it and pretended we could use it like you guys did.”

Las removed his helmet, brushing out his hair. He coughed a few times in Faebos’s harsh air but forced himself to breathe normally. “Sorry about that. We have the climate off-planet set for fifty-five percent Faebos so it won’t be so bad when we come back down. I practically just coughed my lungs through my nose.” He shook his head. “So, please, what happened to the pseudo M-LOC?”

Hayle shrugged. “When the rest of my crew was killed, I marched it full of explosives into the center of the Lenzaaban camp and set it off.” He mimed an explosion with his hands. “The entire mech turned to shrapnel and shredded most of the post.”

“The Kiamarr Massacre. Five Fires and more, that was you?” Las asked.

“They told my men if they surrendered, they would take them prisoner. Seeing they lied, I figured I would make payback messy,” Hayle admitted.

We wound our way through the lower valley, climbing back to a vine-strewn road we’d found after coming away from camp with several discoveries. Looking like someone strapped crab legs onto an armored pickup bed, the M-LOC was as good at hauling a unit’s gear as it was in acting as mobile cover when they needed it. It clacked through the jungle behind us, easily negotiating the terrain with its AI expertly judging every footfall. While the design was generations old, it was a proven combat tactic on the battlefield over diverse terrain to have one on station for difficult operations.

“You got a name for that?” I asked.

Las knocked against the bot’s armor. “Headquarter’s M-LOC number five. Head-Five for short.”

“Head-Five carrying the parts we need?” I asked.

“Fires, no.” Las laughed. “You know I always pack extra.”

“Almost got you kicked out of selection for that,” I commented. “Just what’s on the list, son!”

Arriving at the camp, the Ransackers spread out through the structures, adopting a security posture until we got everything up and running. Head-Five stopped at the supply building, rotating into the first robot on its charging station.

One of the Ransackers shucked her helmet, leaving her ebony ponytail to drop across her shoulders. She connected her SIN-Link into the mech and began running diagnostics on the dilapidated robot. “Hey, boss! Seems like the mechs are hooked to a geo-cycler. Once we get the parts in, we can kick them right over.”

“Thanks, Jin-Jin,” Las said, waving for her to continue.

“Who is that?” Hayle asked.

If my eyes could be trusted, I saw something like a normal man in that moment, instead of the⁠—

“That is ten pounds of crazy in a four-pound box” Las said, interrupting my thought. “I know you’re supposed to be this number one slice-and-dice killer, but that woman is known through my crew as the lady who took down General Laibin outside of Alamar during the annexation.”

Number one slide-and-dice killer would have been a great way for my rumination to end.

“It was an IED hit, right?” Hayle asked.

“That’s what the report says.” Las laughed. “The Lenzaabs didn’t want anyone to know she programmed his manech to burst in on him… doing his business, and explode.”

“Hey, he was in the shower, get it straight!” Jin-Jin said over her shoulder.

“My version’s better,” Las whispered to Hayle. He leaned back, grabbing my attention again. “So what else did you find? You could’ve sourced these parts legitimately back at Purgatory Base. Why bring me all the way here?”

Making my way out of the storage building, we crossed the camp into the ops center, to the far corner of the building. “So, this outpost is pretty much a bunch of converted cargo HABs, and this place is no different, except for one instance. The ground on this side of the ops building is higher. See how the rest of the structure has struts to keep the box off the ground except for this corner? Not unusual, but inside, we have wires running from this box into the floor. I dug around in the rock outside and there’s no wires leading out from that spot. So where do they go?”

“I take it you’re going to tell me,” Las said.

I motioned for them to follow me, climbing up out of the depression to stand beside Deejee, who was still on guard. Off to our flank, small streams ran together to form a considerable pool before the overflow tumbled over the cliff to splash near the camp. I pointed to a strut bolted to the side of the mountain with wires running into the water.

“It’s a hydro-cycler,” I said. “I nearly got my nose bitten off swimming over there and taking a peek at what size we were dealing with.”

Las took my SIN-Link, studying the device in the display. “This is a Lenzaab rig. High output. For everything in the camp, including medical, charging the bots, and whatever else. You’d only use a fraction of what this thing can generate.”

“Go to the next screen,” I coaxed. “The mining company filed a report to the Lenzaaban Collective stating there was a hardened building they couldn’t access. The Lenzaabs were here in less than a week and removed the extra building. See that big open area that looks like a landing zone—or at least it will when we clear it? It was right there, plugged into all that power.”

“Why did we have to plug in the power bank to run the ops building, then?” Hayle asked.

I shrugged. “It’s been decades since this place was used. The wires were cut.”

“I get why you’re getting all spun up, Sam,” Las said. “You find the connections and exploit them. It’s what you do. You still could have shown me this through the link.”

I slowly shook my head, careful not to overplay things with a smile that would have ripped the side of my mouth. He followed me back to the ops building, into the command and control center. The Trimark we’d encountered earlier rose from its seat, dangling a wire running to the power bank.

“Greetings. I am Kabos-Six-Three,” the bot said.

“Wow. That is old tech,” Las said. “How did you get it to power up?”

“It still had juice when we found it,” I said in a way that let my friend know I was just as surprised about it as he was. “Kabos here was one of a platoon of security mechs the company bought from the Collective.”

“This is, what, a gen 2?” Las asked. “You got a point?”

“Well, I thought you’d never ask,” I said. “Kabos-Six-Three, please open your back housing and expose power core.”

The mech half turned, releasing its back plate to display its internals to the Colonial commander.

“What in the Five Fires is that?” Lassara barked.

I gestured to the mech’s internals. “That, my friend, is why the Lenzaaban Collective kept the location to PS-Twelve’s wormhole such a closely guarded secret. Did I, or did I not tell you they were hiding something?”

“I hate it when you’re right,” Las said, rubbing his chin as he stared into the center of the mech. “What does this have to do with this new Lenzaabs?”

“It means, we have the advantage over them if they decide to do something stupid.”
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“Well, this isn’t what I was expecting,” I said as Deejee jogged through the gate.

“What in the Five Fires is that?” Hayle said from his spot on Deejee’s shoulder.

Ahead of us, through the gate, a giant crab with a cargo carrier shaped out of its back armor looked like a towering version of the M-LOC we’d just left at the other camp. It hulked across the tarmac, dropping down to the deck and extracting containers from the Visitor shuttle parked on the pad.

Visitor soldiers on up-armored sleds hovered just a few feet off the ground, jets of air blasting from the bottom of the vehicle. If I didn’t know any better, I would say it looked like the swampland hovercraft the residents of Alamar used before being annexed by the Collective.

I avoided the new traffic patterns, careful not to squish anything that I hoped was friendly. I managed to make it to Purgatory Base’s warehouse, backing Deejee into his charging rack, then jumped from the cockpit and landed next to Delrae Pyntara. The former task sergeant from the One-Fiftieth Colonial Cav waved over a squad of techs to attend the mech, then shouted threats to another workstation should they let any of the new Lenzaabs mess with the gear he’d taken responsibility for.

“All right,” I said, shaking Pyntara’s hand. “You got me. What’s all this?”

The gruff old war dog had a grip of iron as he nearly folded my hand in half. “They’re using us as a staging base while they get acclimated to the planet or some junk. Been running missions in and out of the base for the last few days. Where you been?”

“Trying to keep out of trouble,” I said. “So they’re not staying here?”

“You might have to ask your boy Predaxes on that one, sir,” Pyntara said. “Though if you let him off the leash much longer, I think he’s bound to be their boy.”

“That bad, huh?” I said, jogging through a group of techs refitting a Bantam. “Hey, can you have Deejee ready to go by the end of the day?”

“I look like an amateur to you?” Pyntara scoffed. “Gimme a few hours and we’ll have him at a hundred.”

“Thanks, TS.” I waved as I exited, running through the chaos. Lenzaab Visitors walked about the tarmac, taking in the sights or taking turns breathing in the new atmosphere of the planet. Groups of soldiers strode toward the gate in full gear with packs attached, ready to roll out of the house on their first combat patrols in Faebos’s dangerous jungles.

I tapped my SIN-Link, hoping the commander would still be on our net and not fully switched over to communicative ear jelly or brain leaches. “Predaxes, it’s Malik.”

“Spirits, man! Where are you?” Predaxes shot back.

“Making my way to the STC. Are you in the command and control building?”

“Yeah, but we’re not in the STC. Situation room on the ground floor. Can you meet us there?”

“On my way,” I said.

“You go ahead,” Hayle said as I closed my link. “You don’t need me getting tangled up with the top-shot commanders. I believe I’ll explore and find the trouble you’re looking to avoid.”

I patted him on the shoulder and made a show of pointing at my eyes and then to his. “Not too much, I hope.”

Once I was within sight of the building, the commander jogged from the front door to meet me. “I take it your trip outside the base was productive?”

“Aw, did you miss me, Commander?” I asked, getting nothing but a tired glare. “Right, then. The place looks busy. What’s doing?”

“Their first destroyer is landing tonight. It’ll make landfall over our favorite crater.”

I nodded. “That sounds like a good place for them. Not too far and not too close. They have the equipment and supplies to make a go of something out there?”

“You talked to Calvo yet?”

“No. Just got back,” I said. “Haven’t seen him.”

“He’s been running patrols for us in tandem with the Visitors. Follow me to the situation room so we can get you up to speed. Did what you wanted to do outside the wire bear fruit?”

“Downright juicy, sir,” I said as we continued toward the building. “Speaking of which, with all the nadau activity over the last few, please tell me we sent a shipment of the killer blue powder to the Olyrii?”

“Last week,” Predaxes said hurriedly.

If the tarmac was chaos, the situation room was the Five Fires itself. Lenzaabs, both old and new, and inmates skinned in clothing other than orange collaborated in a cacophony of work. Holo-boards flashed myriad terrain data, and radio traffic passing in and out of the STC made the place as busy as an off-post nightclub on payday.

I approached the mapping table at the center of the room, surrounded by Lenzaab officers and Visitor dignitaries. My old buddy Lieutenant Volina looked up from a SIN-Link board and gave me an almost imperceptible nod, which I hoped I was the only person who caught it. Two Lenzaab Visitors looked up from the holo-table to see Predaxes walking beside me. Their attention to us entering the command center also drew Lillan, who—oddly—seemed to brighten upon my walking in.

Now why would that be a thing?

“Colonel Strenko, this is Samea Malik,” Lillan said. “He is on exceedingly good terms with the local Olyrii.”

“You come highly recommended by Commander Predaxes,” the colonel said.

“Thank you, sir,” I replied. “Nice to meet you. Recommended for what, exactly?”

The commander eyed the man next to him wearing master sergeant rank, then the ambassador. When no one gave him any feedback or backtalk, he leaned on the table toward me. “Mr. Malik, we find ourselves in need of a mediator as we all seem to be at an impasse. I need to start getting my people and gear on the dirt in a timely manner before we start running out of food on our ships. Now, it won’t be today or tomorrow, but we only have so much left, dwindling by the day.”

I glanced around the circle, confused about my place in this discussion. “There’s plenty of room on the planet, sir. You can settle in any number of places.”

“If only that were true, Mr. Malik,” the colonel said. By the way he said it, he sounded like he wanted to sell me something. “The facilities on our ships require certain materials to properly fabricate the first steps toward a right proper home for our people. With that in mind, we need your specific help in landing our flagship here.”

Strenko reached across the table and drew a circle around Shadaloa.

You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me.

I almost said it out loud but, instead, opted for, “Anywhere but there, sir.”

The colonel nodded as though he expected my answer. “Commander Predaxes has told us of the close relationship you have with the Olyrii people—how that relationship has allowed you to thrive here on Faebos. If anyone can convince the Olyrii to share their mountain with us, the commander made me believe it was you.”

I glared at Predaxes—the commander, not the envoy. Fires, I glared at all of them. “Why there?”

“Because that is where the Collective will be most prosperous,” the master sergeant beside him growled.

The colonel waved off the man’s aggression. “Mr. Malik, our ambassador took samples while meeting with their people. The whole of the area is perfect for the landing of our Colony ship.” He held up a hand when I started to speak. “They wouldn’t have to move for very long, just long enough for the Ark of Remembrance to break into its core segments and make landfall. Then they would be free to live among us as we build a new, strong home for the Lenzaaban Collective.”

“And if they don’t want you to drop a ship onto land they consider sacred?” I asked.

Dropping his data slate, Strenko crossed the table to face me. “We’re joining the guardsman from PS-12 with the Lenzaab forces aboard our ship. With our combined numbers, we have a better chance of building something here, and the mineral deposits under that mountain could be key to that plan. You can help us convince them this is the right thing to do, or you could just be excluded from the process.”

I turned to Commander Predaxes. “Can I have a word?”

The commander held a finger up to the Visitors as we stepped a few feet away.

“Malik, I’m not⁠—”

“You’ll excuse me, but there’s a whole fucking planet out there,” I said, forgetting all pretense of respect.

“Malik,” Predaxes said.

“No, Commander. There’s literally an entire world, and they want this spot?”

“That’s enough,” the commander said, giving me a stern look. Then he softened. “This is an opportunity, Sam.” He gave me a knowing look—or at least I think he did.

I sighed and nodded, staring down at my feet and trying not to let my disappointment show. After everything the Olyrii did for Predaxes during the mutiny, he was just gonna roll over and take it. A quick glance up to the man who’d said it wasn’t a bad idea for me to become his executive officer, and I saw some of the Lenzaab officer he’d been when I first showed up to the station. He was dutiful to the Lenzaabs back then because he owed it to his family to provide for them. He was being dutiful now because he felt responsible for his guardsmen.

During an earlier conversation, I’d told him, “The second the Lenzaabs return through that wormhole, you’ll go back to being the same Lenzaab officer you were before.” I was taking a chance I was wrong about that.

We returned to the circle, where Predaxes gave me a small smile.

“Are we okay to proceed with the conversation?” Strenko asked.

“You’re okay to do whatever you want,” I told him. “I’ll consider myself excluded.” I turned to walk out.

“Not so fast there, inmate,” the Visitor master sergeant said. “If you’re not a part of the solution, you’re part of the problem.”

“Really?” I said to Predaxes. “This again?”

At least Predaxes was man enough to look me in the face when he spoke. “Malik, the Lenzaabs have no choice but to land on Faebos, and Shadaloa is their best bet for enough material to turn the planet into someplace you don’t have to worry about dying every few minutes. I’ve seen their tech. It can adapt to this world to keep us safe.”

“That’s funny. I’ve seen their tech too,” I said to the master sergeant glaring daggers at me. “I mean, they have some neat tricks, but that’s all it is. Tricks.”

“It’s about time someone put you in your place, inmate,” the master sergeant said as he took hold of my arm.

“You can’t take him,” Volina said forcefully. “He’s no longer an inmate.”

At least someone had some stones around here.

“Then I take it you’ll be keeping him company, Lieutenant?” Strenko asked.

“No need for that,” I said. “Although I appreciate the sentiment, LT. How’s about it, Master Sergeant? What say we leave these kids to their preparations and you walk me to a cell?”

The man leaned into me, his teeth grinding as he spoke. “You do not want to push me, boy.”

I looked past the man’s shoulder. It was interesting in how easily people dismiss anyone walking with purpose. A man looking at a random piece of paper, a woman with a data slate, or even a person just carrying a box. With the right stride and a bit of theater, people like myself can become invisible to the prey we’ve been sent to stalk.

“But I do,” came the voice of the man walking with purpose.

Hayle descended on the master sergeant like a samok. He knuckled him with a hard kidney shot that sent the man staggering. An ear-piercing screech accompanied the master sergeant shouting in abject pain until Hayle hoisted the man off the ground and slammed his face into the table. Using his momentum from the attack, Hayle rolled through the shifting holos, driving his knee on one leg and drilling the colonel in the face with a heavy-booted sidekick with his other.

A golen leaped across the room, slamming Hayle onto the table. It held him for a second before flinching away, then screaming the way the master sergeant had. It thrashed violently about the room, slamming into workstations and toppling Lenzaab and inmate workers alike. Pustulant welts traced their way up the synthetic’s arms, with blackened veins rising to the surface of its skin. Bluish, black-flecked blood streamed from its nose as it continued its pain-soaked seizure as far from Hayle as it could get.

Hayle and I were out of the station, hidden in the chaos of people looking to escape the maelstrom of screaming and thrashing spreading through the situation room.

“Trouble found us both,” Hayle said while wearing his glib expression.

“I only wished we could have extracted the commander and Lieutenant,” I said as we made our way outside.

“I could understand the lieutenant with how good she looked in that armor, but the commander?”

“Remember when you were in the SHU and he took a chance on you?” I pointed out. “Why do you think he held off the Visitors’ deploying on the planet en mass until their commander talked to me?”

“Warn you to warn your tribal friends,” Hayle observed. “Savvy. So why not coat them all in this dust and call it a day?”

“Because we don’t wanna take them one or two at a time. If we’re gonna hit them, it should be once and for all,” I said, then switched to the private SIN-Link we’d set up for the SHU Crew. “Calvo, you out there?”

“Fires and shit, Army,” Calvo barked back. “I just got a call that said you just started a riot! And without us?”

“Yeah, yeah,” I joked into the comms. “I’m sending you a data burst. I need you to extract as many of our people as you can. Pick up and get them to the location I just sent you.”

“What’s going on?” Calvo asked.

“The same thing that always happens when you deal with a Lenzaab.”

Calvo’s sigh was so deep I could hear it through the link. “You mean they tried to burn us because we weren’t in the right uniform?”

“Get as many of us out as you can,” I repeated. “Those who stay are on watch behind the wall. They know the deal. I’ll meet you there.”

“Good copy, you maniac. See you when I see you.”

I pointed to the warehouse. “Get to Pyntara and tell him what happened. You know, the big guy who took the mech from us? Tell him you’re gonna take Deejee out and have the mech drive you to where we just came from.”

“What about you?” Hayle asked.

I’m going native,” I said, patting him on the back. “You’ll see. It’s a wild thing.”

The last thing I saw was his sick smile as I ran from the walkway, darting behind a row of cargo trucks loaded with metal ore for the refinery we had on base. I keyed my comms to the relay tower through STC, knowing it was only a matter of time before Strenko pulled my guys out and replaced them with loyal guardsmen or his own Lenzaabs.

“Kuchec, it’s Malik,” I said through the link.

“Little brother, you only call me like this when you have brewed the trouble. What have you done?”

If I had her for a sister growing up, I would have gotten away with nothing. “The men you met with before are planning evil toward you and your people. I’m gathering a means to stop them now.”

“My people will be excited for the chance to get blood on their weapons,” Kuchec said. “Shall I fly Helleya to recover you so you are not eaten by the jungle?”

She was talking about her ryzhann.

“No. I have my own way out, but you’re not gonna like it.”

“You think to rely on that animal!” Kuchec shouted into the comms. “I told you. It is not safe!”

I reached the exterior service ladder for the STC tower, driving my limbs as fast as they would carry me. While running an exoskeleton and armor I would be faster and less prone to tire, it also meant I would be heavier. Heavy wasn’t necessarily good with what I was planning.

A round impacted against the stone side of the tower, blackening the brick where it hit. They were shooting the funky Visitor rounds with the acid. I seriously hoped if I took a hit, my plate carrier could stand up to it. Below me, a small trio of golens raced up the ladder, moving twice my speed.

Great.

I exited the covered ladder onto the top of the tower and looked to the sky. The last time I’d had to infiltrate Purgatory Base, it was on the wing of a creature the Olyrii call forbidden. Kuchec said not to rely on it, but up here on the tower, I could feel it out there. We’d formed a bond when we flew, two monsters with nothing and no one to count on had worked in our mutual benefit.

“I know you’re out there. I need you, now,” I said into the ether, feeling stupid even doing it.

I shucked the X-18 from my leg holster, aiming down the covered portion of the ladder. I really didn’t want to shoot the golens, especially if they were alive, but if they got any closer I wouldn’t have a choice.

Do not shoot them.

A cold shiver ran down my back, sending my heart thumping into overdrive. I heard the wind buffeting my helmet and could almost feel the friction of the atmosphere against my skin.

Let me show them how we kill.


CHAPTER 16

MALIK



You never get a full appreciation for how fast most animals grow until you spend a little time apart. My father, being the elder statesman that he was, owned large and powerful mastiffs, even though in the Collective, owning property of any type was considered anathema to the Collective good. Still, Caego and Rallie had been six months old when I was sent away to study the ins and outs of clinical debate. It was about as exciting as you’d expect. But when I got home a month later, I learned two things.

Lesson number one: animals, especially predators, grow into what they’re supposed to be rather quickly. Well, quicker than humans anyway. Those two magnificent hounds had gained several inches and put on enough weight they could throw me around the yard.

Lesson number two came by way of my father. He saw how excited I was about his dogs and how happy I was to see them. That pissed him off to no end. You see, he had to pull some strings to get me into that seminar—which was for adults only—and by all accounts, I’d held my own in the class. In his eyes, I should’ve been more proud of my achievement there than seeing the dogs again.

Instead of letting me have my time with our pets, he decided to school me on what it meant to be a Lenzaab citizen. In the Collective, you stewarded your possessions until you died, at which point someone else would manage them. But truly owning something was pretty much against the law unless you’d somehow became one of the elites. Someone like him who could do as he pleased.

He pulled me and the dogs aside, gave them an affectionate pat on the heads, and then shot them both.

Ralli had been a clean shot, but Caego took a round to the skull and the bullet deflected. The sound they made when it happened still haunts me.

So I did what any dutiful son of the Collective wouldn’t do. I charged my father. Tackling him to the ground, I stripped the weapon from him and rolled away. What surprised me most was Caego was still trying to defend him, snapping at me through a ruined, blood-soaked eye clouded from the wound channel close to his ear. I didn’t let it stop me. I stripped the magazine and ejected the round so I could flip it over in my hand.

My father tried to grab me, but I dropped to the ground and slammed the pistol butt to his foot with a satisfying crunch. When he reached for the pain, I clubbed him in the face and knocked him down again. Hammer striking over and over again, I didn’t stop until his kneecap turned to gravel. I did this all while Caego sank his teeth in me, trying to pull me of the piece of shit that just tried to kill him.

I stood, soothed the animal who relented and began to whine, and then I carried him the three kilometers to the animal hospital in town. Since it wasn’t common to own such pets, the veterinarian was more suited to dealing with bulleks than pups. Took three days. Three agonizingly long days to save Caego’s life and permanently ruin any goodwill I still had with my father—not that I wanted it. That was until I walked back in with the dog and set it on its place to rest and heal.

For my father’s part, he’d spent the time in the human hospital, lying about how he tripped down the stairs.

I argued with my now-wheelchair-ridden father, using the insight I’d gained at the seminar. In shooting the dog, he deprived the Collective of the joy it might bring, which could bolster production; the duty it might bring in protecting him as it had, though he’d shot it; and the lessons it might teach—which he would ignore.

When he couldn’t argue my logic because it would cast a bad light on his beloved Collective, he grabbed me by the arm, causing the dog-inflicted wound there to bleed. At this point, he tried to berate me for getting blood on his floor. I felt it was my duty to remind him that I would let the blood flow until my arm decided to heal—a sign to us both that he wasn’t the only monster in the house.

It all came rushing back as the mental connection between myself and the animal I’d ridden on my first trip to the jungles of Faebos solidified. It read my mind like an open book, strangely grateful I’d cared for the dog even when it bit me. Even when it didn’t know any better.

You knew who the real monster was, my terrifying friend said in my mind. And there, in the connection, I felt as if it approved.

From the top of the tower, diving for cover against the broadcast array as the Lenzaabs shot their strange acid rounds into the building and a trio of golens climbed the service ladder after me.

Let me show them how we kill, it said again, dripping with hope and mayhem.

I barely caught sight of it as it dove in at us. The astari—my astari.

The sun-racer, dove at us like an arrow to target, evaporating the distance from clouds to killing in seconds. Just ahead of impact, the monster spread its bat-like wings, glinting in the light with hints of jade, crimson, and orange. Talons dropped from its body like landing gear, points forward toward its incoming grizzly work.

When I’d left, it had been the size of the Olyrii ryzhann, a similar avian riding animal roughly the size of the Faebos horses. Now, it was twice that, with a wingspan the size of a Fat Bird and the girth to match. It had been an unrivaled predator before, but now, it was growing into what it wanted to be. What it hoped it would be. A monster.

It slammed against the retaining cage of the ladder, bending it all the way to the structure and pinning the golens against the brick. It rammed its beak through the bent struts, tearing through the alien android’s armor and feasting on its lungs until its screams were defunded of any air to power them. The beast folded its wings to produce the hooked toe at the apex of its limb, stabbing onto the stone tower to chase the golen who had escaped the cage. The bio-android fired its heavy revolver. The shot landed, impacting against the astari’s armored flesh and causing scalding burns along its length from their weapon’s acidic effect.

Spit your fire at them, it said in my mind, and immediately I felt the urge to shoot them. Use the weapon to corral them against the ladder and the astari.

Are you hurt? I sent through our shared connection.

Their fire is weak. It is high sun on hot days, it shot back, and I got the sense that for everything the golens and Lenzaabs on the ground were throwing at it, it was little more than zombie wasp stings to the astari.

“Malik, it’s Volina,” the lieutenant whispered harshly into the link. “They’re launching some heavy hitters at you. If you have an out, take it.”

“Thanks, LT. Keep your head down,” I said. Switching over to Predaxes’s channel, I said, “Hey, sir. I’m out. Stay safe. Work it like last time and I’ll be back for you. Malik, out.”

I shot my pistol to keep the golen pinned while I looked below the lip of the tower, taking in the scene of mayhem around me. The astari had impaled the last golen with its giant hooked forelimb and was tearing out the remainder of the bio-android’s stomach while ignoring hits from Lenzaab gunfire. I could only hope my astari was right and those shots were only a minor annoyance, and it wouldn’t wind up sick.

Across the tarmac, several Lenzaab forces had started to lay shots on the tower and were almost plussed-up by riders on the hover-skiffs when a trail of Bantams pulled around the warehouse and laid concentrated fire on them. Talking guns sounded up and down the lines in relay races of six- to nine-round bursts from the Colonial Marines spearheading the drive.

Rampant strikes against the armored skiffs and soldiers on the ground pasted this new enemy into ineffectual chaos as they ducked the high cycle against our attack.

“We’re driving them back!” Calvo sounded over the link.

“Negative. It’s a feint!” I shouted. “Orient and extract!”

I ran toward the lip of the tower, watching as wave after wave of Colonial grit slammed into the Lenzaabs, mulching them as food for worms. Below me, I felt the exhilaration from my astari as it pounced on another Lenzaab and peeled him in bloody strips from his armor.

Why leave? it asked through our connection.

In a move I hoped wouldn’t get me kicked out of the mental jam session, I forced my will onto the animal in much the same way I had with the dog my father had shot. It didn’t know what I did. It didn’t see what I did.

The astari launched into the air as I leaped from the tower. I slammed hard onto hard, armored flesh, taking hold of its facial tendrils like reins for a horse. Its rear tendrils wrapped about me, pressing me deep against its back as a second furious flap buffeted the tarmac and blew personnel on both sides from their feet.

Fly high; fly fast! I ordered.

Trust! it shot back, confirming we had an understanding. I’d just led it to the best meal it’s had in weeks. It would trust me.

We catapulted from our hover beside the tower, rising upward faster than my ears could adjust to the pressure. Angling toward the ground for a heartbeat raced us back to the tarmac to provide cover for escaping Bantams. The astari flashed over a pack of Lenzaabs shooting at us from behind a Fat Bird. The animal raced in and plucked the squad leader from the bunch, increasing speed until it released its grip to send the Lenzaab NCO slamming into the tower with a wet crunch.

As the astari banked to avoid the tower, the side of the building exploded at its base in a shockwave that would’ve knocked me from my ride had I not been gripped in its tendrils. The bluish-green fireball blossomed into a mushroom cloud as fire-warning klaxons bleated out their plea for help.

Purgatory was burning.

Behind us, two sea-ray-looking aircraft dropped even with our altitude, racing at us, weapons spitting globular masses from forward-facing cannons at the head of the craft.

We’re in trouble! I pushed into our shared mental space.

There’s only two. We shall kill one for sport and feast on the other.

The astari pushed his emotions into me this time. Its wings and teeth were mine as much as my tactics were its. Apart we were dangerous. Together, in the air, we were the god of death.

“Calvo. Get everyone out!” I repeated.

“What was that?” he shouted.

Looking over the wall of the base I saw four Dragoons racing for the perimeter wall. “They have air support. But now we do too. Hayle! Sending coordinates to Deejee. I need you there!”

“Only if you let me ride one of those!”

I felt what I could only describe as jubilation coming from the astari. It felt my connection to Hayle through our link and tasted the man’s capacity for violence. The beast was pleased it had found more like itself. It was happy to have more eyes and hands for the death god.

It wavered side to side, threading itself through a copse of trees as the sea-ray-shaped fighters above us lobbed another of the glob rockets our way. They exploded into the trees seconds after we’d already raced past, turning the forest and part of the river into a fiery teal blast that sent vaporous mushroom clouds sailing over their twenty-meter craters.

I willed the astari to wheel left, bringing us along the river and heading into the canyon far north of the base. We sailed easily over the water, the animal daring these new intruders to its skies to do the same. As we juked to follow the stone walls, it let its wingtip splash along the water as if the spray of the whitewater slaked its thirst.

The less cautious of the two bio-form aircraft decided to take a chance, dropping into the canyon to angle their guns toward us. The pilot fired, sending acidic rounds racing around us as the astari flitted through the canyon with no more care than it would sunning itself. The water bubbled as the rounds hit.

Hold your teeth, my monstrous friend said as it willed its back tendrils to hold me tight.

A hard downward flap of its wings and we launched into the sky like an Olyrii firing an arrow at the sun. For a moment, we were speed and fury, chasing the clouds so fast the pressure on me was making it hard to breathe. But with each tortured inhale, the animal drove its excitement into me, turning the fire in my lungs into an inferno in my soul.

It had never hunted something this big. Something as dangerous as itself. It wanted screaming in the sky and bloody rain on all of Faebos as a proclamation it had taken its place as the king of the sky—the death god on sun-kissed wings, demanding tribute.

Weightlessness hit as the astari surrendered to gravity. We fell as it hunted those who believed they hunted us. Wings stretched forward and flapped a thunderclap against its body.

Racing out of the sunlight, the astari burned through the distance and flashed an image into my mind of what it would be like when we hit. When we became the arrow. Tumbling, screaming, and terror. And with our heartbeats linked, I was for all of it.

We struck the first craft, the astari’s talons piercing the chitinous vehicle’s armor until they struck something solid to gain grip. It tore apart like flesh under the animal’s onslaught. Finally, we dug down to the twin pilots seated at the nose of the craft. I shot the one in the back with my XD-8, sharing the thrill of the recoil even as my friend imparted upon me the crunch of enemy armor between its teeth.

I was so caught up in the murder I almost lost track of myself. My helmet beeped, signaling we were nearing position to take out the other plane.

The other plane.

I looked up in time to see rounds chasing us as we tumbled. They struck the canyon, the ship we held, and traced a path toward my friend. Like the dog who’d bitten me to protect the man who’d shot him, I had to be the one who understood. The one to protect even when my instinct was to ditch. I’d made a connection to this animal Kuchec said was forbidden because it couldn’t be controlled, and some part of me cherished that. It was the height of arrogance to think I was the only one who could do it, but so far, I was the only one who’d tried. In our shared experience, both of us could be the monsters we truly were and that was worth protecting.

Climb!

I threw myself in front of the attack to protect the astari.

As we shifted direction and took on altitude, a single round punched through my exoskeleton, rupturing the armor and blowing a hole through my side. I felt the beast under me shudder as it shouldered the burden of my pain and forced me to stay conscious.

No! Death does not die today!

We recovered our flight, evading shots and running the river toward the rapidly approaching end of the canyon. The pilot above us stopped to line up a shot, understanding the end of the canyon meant the end of our cover.

Or so he thought.

Brilliant kinetic flashes exploded from the ground. Deejee and Hayle punched the sky with the mech’s twenty-millimeter rifle. The ship took multiple hits. Titanic holes appeared in its carapace and showered the jungle with black-flaked blue fluid as it caromed toward the trees. A geyser rose as it slammed into the river, tumbling apart on the sandy beach as its heavy-weapon system cooked off and detonated in one of the largest explosions I’d ever seen from a nonnuclear device.

The astari cried out, launching itself toward the clouds as I felt the last of my strength leaving me. My vision narrowed to a pinpoint as I struggled to breathe, my very damaged lung struggling to work for every breath. The last pinpoint of light faded as I lost consciousness, my friend crooning me to sleep with one final thought.

We are kings of the sky, brother. We have become death.
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“Little brother,” Kuchec said softly. “You are broken, and this time, more than just your head.”

I wanted to laugh but couldn’t, as I had a hose running to a portable breather stuffed down my throat. My arm was immobilized as well, stuffed into a med-printed brace that could only have come from one of two places.

I waved in a circle and then opened my palm.

“Well, that is a funny story,” she began. “You see, most astari don’t live past adolescence as the ryzhann eventually figure them for what they are and kill them. Those that survive leave the roost, seeking out much larger prey apart from ryzhann-controlled sky. Our people don’t ride them because they don’t want a… a… what is your word. Partnership.”

I rotated my shoulder, trying to feel whether it was still attached or I was drugged out of my mind and it was just hanging on by the meat. Luckily, it was still attached… and I was drugged.

“Your astari flew into our home and forced a connection to our clan mother,” Kuchec said, shaking her head like she couldn’t believe it. “He demanded his brother be mended with our magics. He declared that if we did not do so, that as Zehn Haram—the god of death—he would plague us for a generation for failing him.”

I coughed on the tube, unable to control my laughter this time. She spoke those last words with a face full of sour milk.

I had to hand it to my flying friend; he had style.

“It has been four days since your battle, and he has not left your side,” Kuchec said.

I tapped the table next to my cot, sure I wasn’t in the Olyrii ancestral home with furnishings like this.

“No. It was luck your commander loaned us Sigmar-One-Four-One for his medicine. He put you together so you could be moved. Your friends brought you here. Even now, Zehn Haram is outside waiting on you. Through his way, he tells us every day you live he will deliver fish for our tribe so we may be fed enough for strong magic for your return. If you die, he promises to eat us all.”

“I believe him,” Lassara said, stepping into the confined space and wiggling close to Kuchec. “You were in pretty bad shape when we brought you in. Huge hole and a ton of that acid they tip their rounds in. I am surprised you didn’t fall off the bird. Still, you were lucky it was their rounds that shot you, because if that had been one of our fighters, the twenty millimeters would have ripped you and your bird friend in half. You also should be well enough to remove this now.”

Las removed the medical tape keeping the tube in my mouth, expertly rocking it free of my throat while cradling my head—a sure sign he had done this before. It wasn’t like Colonials could take their wounded to big Lenzaab med facilities, so I guessed he had to learn somewhere.

“Shadaloa?” I croaked as I took a bottle of water with my working hand.

“It still remains,” Kuchec said. “Although, we have been repulsing the Predaxes’s scouts on their floating carts and their crawling carriages.”

“Predaxes?” I asked hoarsely.

“The ambassador who bears your friend’s name,” Kuchec said.

Las tapped my toe. “They keep sending envoys to get the Olyrii to relocate so they can bring down the Colony ship around Shadaloa. We keep repelling them, but we’re running out of ammo and the fabricator here is slow. My people are going to make another drop soon, but we can’t sustain this for very long. I mean, their hand-carried weapons leave much to be desired, but the ones on the vehicles are like nothing we’ve ever seen.”

“The mech battery,” I said. “It uses the same technology.”

Las nodded. “I showed it to Kuchec and she confirms what you thought. The battery is made using gel from a nadau hive. She doesn’t know why they make it, but she’s seen it before.”

“Yes, this is so,” Kuchec agreed. “It is highly valued among my people for healing and as fuel for fires. A small spoonful can burn for days.”

I let out a breath, rubbing the ache in my chest for the effort. I was in no shape to fight and it wasn’t like I was gonna be anytime soon. I rested my head back on the pillow, closing my eyes to work through my options when a thought came tearing through my consciousness with the volume knob turned up way too high.

You know what to do. Hide your young in their nest.

I bolted upright, feeling the weight of my arm brace against my chest and nearly throwing up from the pain. Both Las and Kuchec lowered me back down, one telling me to be careful while the other accusing me of being broken in the head.

“Do we have contact with Purgatory Base?” I asked. “Can we reach Predaxes—our Predaxes?”

“No,” Las answered, “but Volina is trying to keep us in the loop. Knowing you like I do, you’re already programming some next-level mayhem to dig us clear of this.”

I adjusted myself in the cot to get a better look at my friends. “How long until they land their meteor ship on top of Shadaloa?”

“Three days,” Las said.

“The crashed airship the astari ate. Can we get to it?” I asked.

“What’s left of it,” Lassara confirmed. “It went down in the jungle and we used Hayle and Deejee to pull it somewhere we could take a better look. See what was under the hood, so to speak.”

Kuchec dabbed the spilled water from my chin.

“What I want to know is can we get the armor off the pilots?” I asked.

“No. No,” Kuchec said, pulling the cloth away from my face. “No, little brother!”

“What is she going on about?” Las asked.

“This one and that creature are broken,” Kuchec said. “They are going to hide themselves in the enemy nest much as the astari hides its young in the nest of the ryzhann.”

“Next-level mayhem,” Las repeated.

“It is too dangerous,” Kuchec said.

“If I can save your home, I will,” I said. “I just hope your Spirits are fine with me potentially committing genocide to do it.”

“What is genocide?” Kuchec asked, sounding out the word as if tasting what it meant.

“It means I might have to kill all of them to save your home.”

She looked away to stare at the door, then coming to some conclusion, looked to Las. “Such loss because so many feel they have the right to do as they please.”

“Maybe it won’t come to that,” Las said.

Kuchec stood, excusing herself. “The astari outside believes it is a death god because it has you as its brother. I see no fault in this thought as I have seen your mind, Samea Malik. I have come to love you as my own but hold no illusions as to who you both are. I ask only this. In whatever you do, bring honor on the Olyrii.”

Las waited for her to walk out. “Tall order.”

“She’s a tall woman,” I joked. “I say let’s do this the old-fashioned way.”

“The last time you did that, you ended up in a prison and I had to shoot at you,” Las said.

I tried to shrug and instantly regretted it. “Hey, what are the odds Kuchec has any of the nadau goo saved up?”


CHAPTER 17

PREDAXES



“It has been four days, Commander Predaxes,” Strenko said as he waved his hand over the data table. Though the swirling sands coalescing into their version of holograms weren’t as accurate a depiction as what we used in our “outdated” technology, they seemed to prefer it.

I folded my arms to lessen the urge to lean on the table. I’d been scolded several times already, and some of the tones used made me thankful I hadn’t completely learned the language yet.

“They’re not responding to any calls over the net,” I said. “Colonials have a habit of being fiercely loyal to those who help them along the way. As long as we continue to go ahead with the plan to land the Ark on Shadaloa, I can’t see them coming in.”

“I wasn’t referring to the Colonials, Commander,” Strenko said. I was all too familiar with that wry smile. It was devoid of warmth and full of hidden malice and contempt for whatever failure he had yet to outline.

Strenko hovered his hand over the ruddy representation of Shadaloa. A single strand of sand became a filament, then hovered over the location, pulsing as Strenko spoke. “While we are in charge of the Lenzaaban initiative to colonize this planet, there are still forty thousand of our people to consider. The optics for destroying an entire village of people might be such that lesser political opponents of those I work for might see it as an opportunity to oust them. We need them to move, Commander.”

The way he said people was akin to how a manech might be referred to as a him.

I flicked the indicator, sending the marker away from Kuchec’s sacred land, causing the entire representation to flinch. “You sent your ambassador to their front door, speaking the language of their enemy, allied with something you created from the same. Then you tell them to move from somewhere they’ve lived for generations because it’s more convenient for you. Oh, and send armed troops to force the point. Exactly how did you think it was going to go, sir?”

All heads in the Temesis’s strategy room seemed to turn simultaneously toward me, as if I’d committed an unforgivable sin. Lillan’s eyes practically fell onto her chest. Even Master Sergeant Makenna wearing a strange featureless mask designed to aid in the healing of his injuries seemed to don his opinion through his posture.

“Are you challenging me, Commander?” the colonel asked.

“It is the right of every Lenzaab to challenge the decisions of their leaders so long as they agree to carry the consequences,” I said, spitting his own words back to him. “Only in this case, it is”— it took me a moment to find the right word in his language—“the starvation of our people aboard the Ark I would have to carry for not doing my job.”

Strenko’s anger seemed to soften when I said “our” people. The man was fiercely loyal to the Collective, and it was a chord I’d learned to play well over the last few days to effect any sort of progress with this new and alien people. But for all their strangeness, they were definitely Lenzaaban Collective at heart. Their politics. Their outlook. They understood the culture in some ways, more than I did.

“I have to remember that you’ve been dealing with this by yourself,” Strenko said. Turning to Lillan, he asked, “Ambassador, how have your attempts to contact them been met?”

The envoy stepped to the table, her hands clasped in front of her. She looked like a dog among wolves, as if the military side of being a part of this made her uncomfortable.

I could relate.

Lillan’s hands wrung beneath the table as she spoke. “Ambassador Kuchec is willing to meet in a grove well outside their city. She comes unarmed and willing to speak. She offers alternative landing sites and has even continued to send patrols around the Temesis to shoo off any potential predators that are a threat to us. She does not strike me as our enemy, sir. Far from it. She strikes me as one who is being polite to us because we don’t understand the consequences of our potential actions.”

Strenko nodded at the assessment. “Three more days, Ambassador. That’s what the prime minister says we have left. Set up a meeting and convince her to see it our way and I’ll see if we have any alternatives left on our side.”

The colonel had been adamant about following the party line. It was unusual for him to deviate and look for a way to countermand the prime minister.

He returned the marker I’d waved away back to Shadaloa. “Commander, if you would, take the ambassador and a detachment of ISF and travel to Kuchec. Try again. We’ll send along a mobile med station as well. Show them the benefits of cooperation.”

“I will, sir. But I’d like to take my guardsman along with my own equipment to the meeting.”

“Do you not trust in the Collective to keep you safe?” Strenko inquired, leaning on the table in violation of his own rule.

“Their intent to protect me, no. But your weapons and equipment are not as suited to the environment as ours,” I said by way of a carefully worded explanation.

“Is that so?” The colonel huffed, squaring off to me and folding his arms.

I patted the X-18 pistol I’d been gifted from my Colonial friends. “With all due respect, sir, except for the globular explosives I’ve seen, the rest of your gear are tools of control over an unarmed populace. Ours were sourced from surplus military kit. We have weapons of war.”

Even in the rhythmic heartbeat of the situation room and the chatter in my orbit, I could hear the organo-strand undersuit the colonel wore tightening as though he was going to punch me across the room.

I slapped my hand across the sand table, brushing off the hologram and shutting down the display. “Your fighter craft shot Mr. Malik aboard a native avian creature and failed to take them down. His mount absorbed your best shot and ate your first ship, while your second was blasted to pieces by one blast from a mech rifle.”

“And last I checked, Malik was your man,” Strenko said.

“I did not condone or command his actions.”

“Well then, instead of standing here demeaning our equipment, perhaps you should get your own house in order?” Strenko smiled but there was no mirth in it.

I took a breath. “I’m not demeaning your equipment, sir. I’ve seen your medical tech, your golens, and all the miracles of using it in your society. All amazing. I’m also seeing you brought the wrong kit to the safari, and I’m not challenging you to belittle you, I’m doing it to save Lenzaab lives. I’ve been here and I have seen what Faebos is capable of. Use my experience, sir.”

Strenko looked at me long and hard. I was expecting to be met with violence. Finally, he said, “I hope whatever Lenzaab recommended you for your posting received many accolades from the Collective. All right, Commander. Take a platoon of ISF on combat skiffs and a squad of crawlers, augmented by whatever people and equipment from Purgatory Base you see fit. Bring me a win, Commander. We are at war, like it or not.”

“I will, sir,” I said.

I patted Makenna’s shoulder on my way out, trying to cement whatever goodwill my speech and the colonel’s approval had bought me. As I exited, Lillan dropped in behind me and hugged my left side to be close to my ear.

“That was impressive. He’s not known for budging for anyone except Makenna.”

“It’s not a contest,” I corrected. “It’s about serving the Collective and protecting the people we’re responsible for. Are you coming with me on the talk?”

“I am,” Lillan agreed. “I’m also keen to take notes. I think your record for convincing people surpasses mine.”

“Still not a contest,” I said.
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“A question for you, Commander,” the Lenzaab soldier behind me said. When I nodded, he asked, “Why do you walk with the infantry instead of riding with the other commanders?”

I slowed to position myself beside him. “What’s your name, Sergeant?”

“Sarkaad, sir.”

“Sergeant Sarkaad, if it all goes to the Five Fires, what would you prefer? Would you rather be in the noisy floating skiff with limited armor around you or on your feet, mobile, and ready to jump for cover to return fire?”

The soldier looked past the jungle fronds being blasted to the ground by the constant rush of air from the skiff riding off to our flank. The platoon officer and the ambassador rode just below the armored gunwales brimming with Visitor guns. The golen pilots maneuvered the vehicle further into the canopy, past the foot infantry looking to keep them safe. Out in the jungle, an animal—something big—bayed to its young at our approach, the humans once again interrupting dinnertime in the jungle. We couldn’t see the titanic animals as they trotted off into the wood line, disappearing amid the fronds and vines, but we all saw the trees bending and breaking as they moved.

I watched the interaction play across Sergeant Sarkaad’s posture as he factored what he was seeing into how he had to direct the mission.

“That’s a lot of bush, sir. Lots of places for the enemy to hide, but plenty for us as well.”

“I’ve seen what the Olyrii are capable of,” I said. “I don’t want to be huddled together and trapped inside a box to be easy pickings for poisoned arrows.”

“Truth,” Sarkaad said. “My PL says you used to be a Marine, sir. Did you learn that kind of thinking from them?”

Before I could answer, the young Lenzaab sergeant held up his hand to halt me. The Visitors had dropped armored vehicles for our trek to Shadaloa, eager to put my claims of ineffectual weapons to the test. A two-meter-tall crab leg pushed through the vegetation, making way for the armored body to follow. The bio-form vehicle, one part crustacean, one part battle machine stood atop its other five legs high above the tangle of the forest floor. It stabbed through the fronds, passing by to let me see the two twelve-millimeter chain guns sweeping over the terrain on what should be the crab’s claws. In keeping with the paired design, two drones that resembled oval-shaped dragonflies on expansive wings fluttered from the vehicle by our heads and raced apart from each other into the bush.

“How does it work?” I asked.

“The Karden Axo-Mech is a bio-form creature that grows inside cultured chitinous armor, then outfitted with our control module that allows us to drive it.”

The indifferent living machine shoved by, breaking trail for those of us behind. I held out my hand and let it brush over it as it passed. It felt as hard as any armor from the Lenzaab vehicles we had in the Corps. It was at once monstrous and elegant but left me wondering what kind of life was it for a creature to be stuffed into a tank body?

Pointing to the legs, I asked, “How fast does it go?”

“They can move at fifty KPH when we push them,” Sarkaad said.

The vehicle stopped ahead of us, prompting the sergeant to touch the side of his helmet. He was getting and giving instructions about something I couldn’t see. Two more Axo-mechs struck through the undergrowth to form a wedge ahead of us. Lenzaab ISF spread into the forest, taking up a security halt.

“The creature your associate brought back from the station,” Sarkaad said. “What is it?”

“Samok was the miner’s word for it,” I noted. “The natives call it a goli. Large six-legged predator. Armed carapace with swept back horns. Highly aggressive.”

“They saw something without a face jogging across our path. Only four legs,” Sarkaad noted.

“How big?” I asked, thinking of the monster mounts ridden by the nadau.

“Even with our shoulder.” Sakaad made several gestures with his hand, springing his guard into action. The Infantry Security Force troopers drifted into the trees, becoming the vines and fronds. I’d seen Calvo and his people do this, as had Malik. But all the groups paled in comparison to the Olyrii’s ability to hide in plain sight. Even with motion mapping, thermal scanning, and directed resonance imaging, the native people of Faebos could completely disappear. With that in mind, the sergeant placed his people against a copse of trees crowded with fallen timber, making for a natural defensive position.

The Axo-mech crab tanks, hurriedly clacked themselves into positions behind us, then effected a trick I’d only seen at aquariums with my family. I hadn’t even thought it possible when taking the crustacean war machines into account. Spinning back and forth in half circles, the mech pounded into the underbrush. After a few revolutions, the machine had dug its legs into the dirt by continual kicking and spinning, throwing up mounds of earth to bury it as a makeshift fighting position.

Finishing off the display, a gunner popped up from inside the vehicle to affix a machine gun–type weapon at the top.

“Secure the mobile medical station at the back,” Sarkaad said into his radio.

As distracted as I was, I almost missed an incoming call from my own people. “This is Predaxes. Send it.”

“Commander, this is Sergeant Rael. I’m on overwatch half a klick out. We see digging in.”

During the mutiny, my own people had turned against my decision to pardon the prisoner population. Rael had been one of the few guards who’d agreed with us—us primarily being me and Lieutenant Volina. He’d readily accepted being shackled with the rest of the orange jumpsuits because he had enough smarts to realize that releasing our predators would go a long way to surviving the predators on the ground. I appreciated the kind of practicality men like Rael brought to our mission and I was glad to have him with us now.

“Let’s give them some room to see what they can do,” I said. “We have you and your team in the Bantam and Volina on standby again. Let’s hope it’s enough.”

Scanning through the canopy, I caught sight of the skiff holding the command crew withdrawing into our security halt.

“Sir, you have that bio-walker thing with a group of their androids slow-going up to you from the rear. You want us to secure it?” Rael asked.

“The Visitors have sight of it,” I told him. “We should be good. How are we looking from your vantage point?”

More than a minute passed without a response. I listened to the click in my audio with repeated calls to my people, each failing to make contact to the other side. Pulling myself from the grove, I returned to Sarkaad.

“Sergeant, I just lost contact with my people. I also can’t reach Purgatory Base.”

“Stay close to us, Commander,” Sarkaad directed. “I’m pushing the skiff back to the Temesis and we’ll get more people out here. Do you want to get out with the ambassador?”

With bellows and bedlam, the fronds ahead of us spit out a nadau monster mount, its eyeless, shelled head flicking around, sniffing with whatever was responsible for that sense. It stomped several times in a display we hadn’t seen from the animal, before ignoring us to bound into the canopy at a sprint.

I jogged toward the skiff, though I didn’t really have a plan of action in mind. The monster mount acting strangely out here alone and the loss of comms with my people had my stomach twisting in knots while I jogged. Ten paces from the vehicle and the ground in front of me exploded.

Dirt and stone peppered the area, knocking one private to the ground. I saw blood gushing from a cut on his neck, but that was all I had time for before a sapling the size of a normal tree back on Relinos slapped up from beneath the forest floor, slamming into a crossbeam someone had placed between two boulders. The heavy thud announced the tree’s sudden stop, acting like a catapult to toss a net of shimmering fiber over the skiff. Securing lines appeared from the ground as the net unfurled in flight, turning the affair into a web of trapping strands to arrest the vehicle’s forward motion.

Men in camouflaged jackets and hoods wearing Colonial skeletal frames jumped up from tarps covered in layers of foliage to take hold of the free-running lines at the back of the net. Snagging them, they ran around the base of several trees and tied them off in an instant.

Gunfire erupted from the ISF, their slow and methodically shot rounds slapping into the underbrush at our attackers. The Colonials dipped into the bush where basic sight quickly lost them among the flora that matched their attire. One enemy fighter took a hit to the back plate, the round rupturing the power regulator on the frame with a sizzling punch. The combatant hit the quick release, spilling from the frame to take two more hits to the plate carrier. The jungle around him came alive as bushes and vines disguising Colonial fighters gave up their camouflage to recover their downed trooper.

“Any station this net, this is Predaxes! I am broadcasting my location for immediate QRF support. We are under attack by unknown number of Colonial hostiles. Over!”

Out in the bush, Olyrii war cries sounded a half beat before the canopy overhead cracked and groaned from heavy projectiles falling through the trees. Each bundle appeared as a sort of polished egg the size of my helmet with glittering colors catching and reflecting the light as they crossed the sunbeams breaking through the cover. The first one hit the ground on Sarkaad’s leftmost flank, exploding in a whirlwind of bluish chalk.

The powder drifted into the jungle bed, dusting the group of confused soldiers for the half a second it took for the anti-nadau mineral to take effect. The first of the exposed Visitors cried through terror-soaked spasms when the living undersuit that made up their armor convulsed in the midst of a poison-induced seizure. Men and women arced their backs or doubled over, attempting to find some position that might lead to comfort away from intense pain their bio-formed equipment imposed on them.

More eggshell bombs burst through our defense, weeding our security force as one might spray insecticide on our yards back home. Behind us, the Axo-mechs opened fire into the underbrush with their forward-facing claw guns augmented by the machine gunners. From a port on the nose of the vehicle, the hyper-destructive globular projectiles lanced into the jungle, exploding in titanic blooms of blue-green flames beside outgoing chain gun blasts. The detonations burned away large swaths of the greenery, deforesting what the mech drivers hoped would be any cover the enemy could use against us.

Then it happened. The first of the eggshell bombs fell into the line of tanks, coating the mech nearest to my position. It bawled a screeching howl that sounded like the world’s end. Rolling onto its back, it oscillated, desperate to smear off whatever was causing it to burn.

All the machine did was achieve coating itself in more of the powder.

The mech screeching continued until one at the far end ignored the commands from its driver and began shooting indiscriminately across the battle space. Caught in the mech’s panic-stricken firing arc, I jumped from cover to cover, behind trees and rocks, looking for any measure of safety I could find as I ran toward the skiff.

Wood splintered all around me like confetti. I dove to the dirt, rolling behind a medium-sized boulder.

I had a good idea what was going on here, but if I just sat still and looked like I was waiting for something, word might get back to the colonel and my time on Faebos, or anywhere else, might truly be over.

I got to the first of the securing lines, and in typical Olyrii fashion, someone had tied their strong, silken cord onto tree roots that had their grip deep into Faebos.

“Lillan! Everyone needs to stay down while I cut you free!”

The panicked mech at the far end of the perimeter fired off another salvo that exploded near the skiff. I was blown back through the tree cover, tumbling until I came to an unrelenting stop against one of the gargantuan trees that hadn’t yet succumbed to the blast waves. In the moments before I lost consciousness, I watched the engines on the skiff flare as the back lines came free. Still held by the front of the net, the machine wheeled over in a high arc to slam into the tree cover behind me.

I must’ve only passed out for a moment, because when my eyes decided to finally work, I could still see the world burning around me. Squads of men screamed as their living armor tore into them during the undersuits’ chemically induced death throes. The Axo-mechs had all turned onto their backs, their legs twitching as the carapaces burned from the blue powder coating the totality of our defensive area.

We’d done the very thing I told Sarkaad not to do. Even though we were spread out, we were close enough for a chemical attack to carry on the breeze and affect the entire platoon. In my hazy vision—which meant I’d probably earned a concussion through the helmet that was supposed to protect me—I stared in horror at the face of the young sergeant who’d tried to free himself of the armor before it killed him. In its torment, the insect-like creature that formed the nexus of the undersuit tried to rip itself free from him.

It tore out his back and some of his ribs to do it.

I patted my side for the X-18 pistol gifted to me by the prisoners I was supposed to govern. Something was crunching through the leaves at me and the only thing I could think to do in my concussed brain was to fight it.

Hands pressed onto my arm, gentle enough to let me know I wasn’t being attacked but stern enough to suggest they weren’t going to let me up. A veiled Olyrii face drifted in front of my faceplate, her eyes suggesting there was a smile beneath the veil she wore. Slender fingers tapped against my helmet at the same time as pressure in my jaw let me know she was trying to remove it.

“Help me,” the Olyrii said.

“No, Ipe. Leave it on in case he has a head injury. It will help us protect his neck,” Malik said as he strode into my field of vision. “You were supposed to stay still so we could extract you.”

He knelt down, his own helmet flittering with a hologram of a stylized skull floating just in front of the plate. He locked the retaining clip for my pistol back in place, then motioned for his men give him a hand in moving me.

“Don’t worry, co-mon-deer,” Ipe said through her veil. “We will fix you head.”

Seeing the woman who’d helped me on my first treks into Faebos left me with a comfort I hadn’t felt in a long time. My vision closed to a pinpoint before shutting out completely as I felt myself drifting off into the dark.

“Hey!” Malik shouted with a shake of my arm. “None of that. You probably have a concussion. We’re gonna get you up, but you need to stay awake.”

As two of the Colonial troopers pulled my arms around their shoulders, I watched Calvo and his people drape hoods over the envoy and the platoon commander, finishing off their new attire with flex bands used as handcuffs. Calvo backed a Bantam up to the wrecked skiff, pulling Nine-Nine and a ruined Nine-Four from the debris. Through my haze, I still factored their actions as the right thing to do, seeing as the ground was littered with the blue mineral we used as spider-leg repellent.

Nora, Calvo’s female Marine stepped out of the vehicle to give me her seat. She jogged away to the Olyrii, using a fallen tree to catapult onto a rek saroh with the rest of the Olyrii raiders who seemed to be everywhere now.

Like I said before, we only see them when they want us to.


CHAPTER 18

PREDAXES



The same slender fingers that had kept me from blowing off a bunch of rounds into the jungle were working over me again, peeling off what looked like highly adhesive snot from the side of my face. The sparkling gel pulled from my skin in sheets, as though I were a viper just shedding this season’s latest layer.

“This is disgusting,” I said.

Behind me, Ipe huffed and continued to yank the jelly from my skull. “At least you did no sniff it.”

“It was one time!” I said in mock indignation.

Our first trip into Shadaloa, everything I saw was at odds with how I’d come up through the Lenzaaban Collective, so I performed a sniff-test… a lot. Of course, the Olyrii—by way of Malik—never let me live it down.

Roughly the length of the Fat Bird, the pod I found myself in moved about much as the Axo-mechs had. In addition to its own method of getting around, the mobile aid station knew when it was being carried as the Colonials who’d nabbed me from my captivity hoisted it with a Fat Bird. Upon leaving the soil, the bio-machine tucked its legs rather than letting them dangle. So not only did the tanks have the ability to be driven, they could leave enough intellect for whatever creature they’d stuffed inside to understand the basics of working military operations.

Malik entered the Lenzaab medical pod, sitting on the bench beside me. “How’s the Faebos Facial going?”

“I feel like I’ve been wrapped in glue,” I said, gesturing to the piles of discarded mucus on the floor. “Why was this necessary?”

Ipe dropped her oblong head over my shoulder, letting me glimpse under her veil to the sharp teeth beyond. “My brother Malik said you head was bruise. This make bruise head better.”

“It actually does,” I agreed.

After the explosion, I couldn’t focus on anything, and my ears rang so loud I could barely hear anyone. My helmet had done its job to block out the noise of the explosion, but the impact of my skull rebounding off a giant tree trunk had solidly rung my bell. Whatever this stuff was, it had done in minutes what my body would have taken hours to heal on its own.

“And now that Ipe has done her job and stitched your melon back together,” Malik began, “we now have the pleasure of showing you around.”

“Around. Are we not still in the jungle?” I asked.

Malik adjusted the brace holding his injured arm, then motioned around the camp with the one that still worked. “Sort of.”

Thanking my Olyrii friend, we left the Lenzaab medical pod and stepped out onto crushed stone inside of a jungle camp. Someone had taken cargo transport containers, strung them together, and added things like atmospherics and reinforced hatches. Only a few meters away, the central building in the layout was nothing more than four or five containers.

The camp was modular, and most likely portable due to the way it was constructed. Lenzaab markings were scribbled over, the entire collection of paints faded to the point of being almost down to the metal. The camp’s horseshoe shape had no doubt seen better days, but the piles all around clued me in to Malik having already cleared some of the vegetation threatening to strangle the buildings—which went a long way to returning the long-lasting structures to their former condition.

“Looks like you’ve been at this a minute,” I said.

“Until I had to come get you,” Malik countered. “I’m sorry it took so long to pull you out of there. When you didn’t try to beat feet with us after decking that colonel and his lap dog, I wasn’t one-hundred-percent sure which side of this you were on.”

“I was a proud Lenzaab officer,” I said to the former inmate. “But these people aren’t the Collective. I can’t put my finger on it, but there’s something off.”

“I just had to be sure.”

Looking to my reluctant ally, I asked, “What happened to Rael and our people acting as our rear guard?”

“Acting like guardsman instead of infantry,” he said. “They all had their helmets off while they waited for you to light up the radio. So we dropped some of the chem smoke we brought back from our trip to Purgatory Station on them. By the time they got done choking, we were already gone.”

“What is this?” I said, pointing to the closest building in our path.

He knocked on the corrugated metal side. “This was one of the mining company’s survey sites. They took over from the Lenzaabs when the company bought the rights to mine here. Notice anything?”

Several Bantams were parked on the crushed stone, their Zed-Forty-One’s stripped from the vehicles and set up on crow’s nests in several spots about the camp. Across the crushed stone, Calvo used a rag to rub something from his hands, nodding to me before returning to his work inside what had to be the supply depot for the camp. Turning to where I’d just come from, it was funny to see the smaller Lenzaab medical container sitting on crab legs near the exit in the gated fence line.

“There’s a building missing,” I said.

“Correct,” Malik answered, handing me back my helmet and side arm. “Commander? I want you to meet my new buddy, Kabos-Six-Three.”

“Greetings, Commander Predaxes. I am Kabos-Six-Three,” the mech said as it rapidly strode to meet us. It extended its hand, shaking mine as I found my jaw no longer worked in surprise.

“Six-Three, can you show us the original building that used to be in that spot?” Malik asked.

The mech turned to face me, then cast a hologram from a beam projector on the side of its faceplate. The shining bead tracked along a series of colors as the illusory images played out on the gravel, turning the stone at our feet into a map of the camp as it had been during the robot’s original posting.

“What is it?” I asked. “It’s as big as the one in the middle.”

“That over there is like our STC,” Malik noted. “And according to our friend Six-Three here, that was the Lenzaab science and species collection facility. Six-Three?”

The antique robot ceased the projection, turning to face me directly. It was even older than the gen 4s we had on base when I went through my basic officer training. Those dated mechs seemed to run forever, their limited AI making them the perfect servitor for menial functions on base. The Lenzaab Marine Corps never even decommissioned them, content to let them work until the batteries wore out or they broke.

The bot waved, probably a programming tick to get humans to recognize when the bot really needed to speak. It looked as artificial as he did. “Commander, Mr. Malik has instructed me to give you a complete accounting of our mission here prior to the Colonial mining interest taking over. Would you like an oral rendition, or would you prefer receiving a written upload?”

“Upload,” I said.

I removed the SIN-Link from my armor and began thumbing through the file. “If we’re going to be at this for a minute, can we sit somewhere and get some kava?”

“Ugh. Another one,” Hayle scoffed, walking toward us. He stretched out a steaming cup to me, handing me a concoction that smelled sweet and slightly velvety. “By the way, my man here bet me you’d sniff it before you took a sip.”

So as to belittle my detractors, I brought the cup to my lip, trying very hard not to succumb to the habit I didn’t know I had until I stepped foot on this planet. It tasted like it smelled: rich and spicy with a hint of sweetness to take the edge off the bite. It was pretty good, even though it was just handed to me by what may very well be Faebos’s own version of a serial killer.

“So?” Hayle asked.

“Not bad,” I said.

Hayle slapped Malik on the arm. “Another converted to the glory of tea.”

I laughed. “Something like that. So I take it you stowed away with the religious types we okayed to come down to the planet?”

“Like I said before, Commander, it’s a wild thing.”

I set the cup on top of my SIN-Link, not really sure how my next statement was going to play out even if it needed to be said. I wanted my gun hand free, just in case. “Yeah. Does that mean we’re going to have to lock our doors at night so you don’t slip in and do us in our sleep?”

“Come on now, Commander,” Hayle said. Hearing him speak was like standing in the path of a bullek and hoping he wouldn’t charge, like he was joking but there was an edge of malice to his tone you just couldn’t ignore. “I could have done you half a dozen ways while you were incapacitated from the blast, and again when you were being ministered to by Ipe. Even if I wanted you dead, this one wouldn’t let me go through with it.”

“That’s good for me,” I said, recovering the cup so I could continue looking over the file. “Especially if you have more of this tea.”

“It’s a strong blend from back home. Double the caffeine of a regular cup of kava,” Hayle expounded. “And so we’re not standing in the middle of a parking lot waiting for you to read that whole thing, the bot is from the Lenzaab research missions to Faebos. It knows why the Lenzaabs pulled up stakes and offered the place to someone else, then reclaimed it again. Very juicy stuff, Commander.”

Taking another sip of the tea, I worked over the file. “Why would the Lenzaabs leave a bot full of all this info here?”

Malik tapped my SIN-Link, then scrolled down a few screens until he got to the relevant info he wanted me to see.

“What?” I whispered, not believing what I was seeing. “This can’t be true.”

“How bad would you like to find out?” Malik asked.
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The worst part about being the bait is that there’s always something ready to take a bite. Of course, this was all predicated on the assumption Malik’s prisoners were going to buy into any of this. Straining against the hood, I leaned back just slightly to my captor.

“Did you have to put the hood on before the door?” I asked. My breath was hot and smelled of tea.

Hayle leaned in so I wasn’t off balance. “Just trying to get you into character.”

The hatch opened somewhere in front of me with a metallic grind that implied the door didn’t get a lot of use. For his part, I can tell Hayle had done this before. My boot tapped a seam, likely a lip designed to allow the hatch to seal tightly. My captor slowed. If he hadn’t spent so much time on the government’s most-wanted list, he’d have made a good guardsman. Of course, so much time in and out of penitentiaries was the perfect mode of instruction for this little bit of theater, and Hayle was looking to win an award for his performance.

I wish someone had told him he was just playing a bit part.

I stepped into the room and was shuffled about before being shoved up against the wall. Stripped of my armor and left in my undersuit, the ridges on the bulkhead pressed into my flesh, unforgiving in their angular metallic rigidity.

Hayle stripped the hood from my head, spinning me around to slap against the fluted metal wall with a clang. He slammed two hard punches into my ribs rather than my gut, making a show of the attacks but doing no real damage against the resistant undersuit and my rib cage. Across the room, the two golens jumped to their feet, but held their distance as Sigmar-One-Four-One entered the metal box container I found myself in, armed with a rifle. A heavy push from Hayle and I was across the room, caught by the bio-android Malik’s ambush had scooped up with the rest.

Saegan-Nine-Nine caught me before I could hit the other wall, holding my upper arms until I was steady on my own feet. His strange, two-thumbed grip took hold of my jaw, examining the blood trickling from my nose and the corner of my mouth. His intense eyes studied my face long enough to decide I needed no further attention, and he released me to my own balance.

I had to hand it to Malik. He knew how to slap a person to cause just a little bit of blood but do no lasting damage. I was good with his suggestion to make everything look convincing, right up until the part when they said they would have to actually hit me. To my surprise, he started on himself. He’d asked Hayle to punch him in the face at a certain angle with enough force to cause a black eye. His explanation for the additional bruising was he wanted to be just as roughed up in case the other Visitor prisoners saw him. It would help sell the lie.

It also made me wonder what he really thought of the alliance we had with the prisoner population. Was everything this man did an illusion to hide his true aims or was he really like the rest of us, just doing the best with what he was given.

Could it be both?

Then there was Malik’s choice of prison. The cargo container was little more than an outdoor closet. In contrast to those outside, this was probably something the mining interest had used to transport and store a load of gear. The other structures had a coating to make them resistant to the elements—a second layer of materials to separate the inside from the outside, and sealing hatches for atmosphere. This was just a box with rusted metal walls and a rotating bar latch on the single door.

With the golens, this wouldn’t be a hard place to escape.

Sigmar remained inside the container until Hayle was all the way out.

The inmate covered us using the rifle Malik had given him, then waved and said, “Enjoy your day, Commander.”

Lillan stepped up to me, wringing her hands in worry as she inspected the growing bruise on the side of my mouth. She produced a handkerchief from somewhere in her tight living bodysuit and dabbed the blood running from my nose. Then she handed me the cloth so she could go back to wringing her hands.

“I’m sorry this happened to us,” Lillan said.

The Lenzaab officer Malik had also captured joined the envoy beside me. “Why did they put you in here with us?”

“Because I’m an officer of the Collective,” I announced proudly. “Malik said he knew our alliance would only last so long as the Collective was on the other side of the wormhole. It was only a matter of time until this happened.”

All of us were in our undersuits, courtesy of our captors. I guess black was the new orange around here, seeing as all of us, including the golens, had been stripped. While our undersuits offered some protection and theirs provided additional strength enhancement, any action we took carried the added risk of suffering a hit and not surviving it. But I had to convince them it was a risk worth taking.

“Commander, why did they attack us?” a lieutenant asked.

“You’re name is Lieutenant Draeder, correct?” I stared at the door, not bothering to see if his silence meant he nodded at me. “Good. They attacked us because they wanted the medical pod we were sending to the Olyrii. Their leader was injured, and without the facilities at Purgatory Base, there was a good chance he would die. We’re collateral.”

“What will become of us?” Lillan asked.

“Nothing we won’t allow,” I said, rolling my head around. My neck popped a few times, and I groaned. To be fair, getting smacked around and feeling some of the aftereffects even had me believing the act I was putting on.

“What do you mean?” Lieutenant Draeder asked.

“Look at that wall back there.” I pointed. “See how the seam is all rusted? I bet with both of our golen friends and a little muscle from us, we could break that weld and get out of here.”

“We don’t know where we are,” Lillan said. “Where do we go?”

“We take a Bantam. They have directional mapping software loaded into the truck,” I said. “Then we motor into the jungle and make our way back to the Temesis.”

The lieutenant rubbed his chin as he thought through my proposal. “It could work, but we’d have to get the vehicle and make a hasty retreat. Nine-Nine came away from the crash unhurt, but Nine-Four was badly damaged. She’s over there on the cot. They made me put her in the medical pod to address some of her wounds, probably so they could see it work. We should just leave her behind.”

That elicited the response I thought it would from Nine-Nine. The golen didn’t flinch, but the look in his eyes as he stared at the lieutenant was murderous. Whatever Nine-Nine and Nine-Four were to each other, they at least felt some measure of loyalty. There was a bond between them from their time together, and though the golen seemed to be programmed to obey, this might be the thing that killed the code.

“That’s not a good idea,” I said. “We don’t want the Colonials having anything they can use against us. Especially not a trusted asset to the Collective like Nine-Four. If Nine-Nine can come with me, we can get the truck, bring it to the shed and load everyone aboard to light out of here.”

Nine-Nine looked to Nine-Four resting on a cot, covered by a blanket. She had bruises crisscrossing her face but looked as if she rested comfortably. The burly male golen hovered over her, touching her cheek, and then joined me at the back of the container.

“You are correct, Commander. There is a structural weak point here at the weld. I think both you and I may be able to pry it open.”

“Let’s do it,” I said.

Much to my surprise, the bio-android removed his boots, unfurling toes that resembled his hands, except for their width. Gripping onto retaining clips welded into the floor with his feet, the golen had a better angle of attack on the metal wall than I did. He nodded to me, then worked against the wall with me, prying with immense strength. I added what effort I could, but it appeared to be enough as a light metallic snap sounded through the box and a thread of light seeped in.

We waited for a moment, the sounds of our labored breathing easily overtaken by people outside the box trudging through the crushed stone. When the noise seemed just far enough away that anyone strolling through the camp might not hear us further wrecking the box, we bent open the corrugated metal until Nine-Nine held his hand up to stop me.

“This is good, Commander. You slip through and see. I will crawl out after.”

I nodded, then slithered through the hole as he held it open for me. Beyond the container, all the people Malik had stationed around the camp had been moved over to the STC. That gave us plenty of room to “steal” a truck and make for a quick escape. I turned back to the hole, slipping my fingers into the breach and yanking for all I was worth. Even though I helped set this up with Malik, I cursed inwardly when the metal coming away from the box shrieked with a scraping metallic pitch.

Nine-Nine wormed through, his body pouring from the opening as if he had no bones. Laying on his side and reaching into the container, he snatched his boots and looked to me for where to go next.

We moved low and slow, trying to step lightly. We had a long way to go around the outer perimeter of the cargo box campsite, and the ground made a great alarm. Moving to the flank, Calvo’s Marine, Nora, was just removing the pintle lock for the Zed-Forty-One as we crept forward. In a blinding flash of movement, I rammed into her from behind, slapping her against the Bantam. I threaded my arm around her neck, careful to protect the trachea in the bend of my arm, and squeezed.

Almost instantly her legs collapsed, and she slumped to the ground in my grip, completely unconscious. Looked like she was aiming to run against Hayle for that award.

“Vascular head and neck restraint. Clever,” Nine-Nine said.

We jumped into the vehicle, me in the driver’s seat and Nine-Nine on the gun, reseating the locking pin. Careful not to run over Nora, I cut the vehicle in a tight circle to the back of the cargo box.

Nine-Nine was out of the truck in an instant, and he peeled the side of the container with no more effort than I would remove the seal on a meal packet. Slipping inside, he gingerly picked up his resting counterpart while hurrying the two Lenzaabs out of the makeshift cell and into the truck.

“Take care with her,” Nine-Nine said to Lillan. “I must be on the gun for our defense.”

“Of course,” she said in return.

Draeder hopped into the passenger seat, pressing on the dashboard. “Where is the pressure sensor to add the restraint?”

“The belt is on your right hip. Pull to your left and push into the clasp,” I instructed. “Chest rig pulls from right shoulder to left hip. Once you’re all snug, I need you to press near your left knee and a screen will come up. Look for a map symbol. It should have an icon that looks like a sinkhole. That’s the mine crater where the Temesis is.”

After a pat on my shoulder from Nine-Nine, I thrust my foot to the floor, sending us on an all-out sprint for the front gate. Rocks shot up from under the tires, the loose stones pelting the side of the cargo container with the sound of hail on a roof top. The heavy engine roaring and our race for the front of the camp brought several faces out to see what was happening.

Curiosity was quickly satisfied by Nine-Nine, sending a swarm of rounds from the Forty-One into the side of a building. The Colonial hit the deck. I could only hope no one got seriously injured or killed, but they’d been warned. Several Marines in their new tiger-striped fatigues responded with urgency, firing their Colonial XD-14 battle rifles. The much heavier rounds exploded and leveled sharp cracks as they tore through the sound barrier above our heads.

I was going to have to have a talk with Malik. No one said anything about live rounds coming our way.

We flashed through the open gate, winding down a road toward the river basin below us. The trail was barely visible through the bramble of brush and vines that choked all the landscape on Faebos. In our scramble to get away from the gate, I almost missed a turn. I slammed the brakes, sending us in a slide that put us into a hard stop against a rocky embankment.

“Nine-Four good?” I asked the ambassador.

“She is!” Lillan responded.

Backing up to where I could make the turn, I throttled the machine forward again, confident I had the lay of the land this time.

“Enemies up!” Nine-Nine called out.

A Dragoon Robot Combat Platform barreled through the trees, catapulting broken timber into the road ahead of us. The logs bounced several times, most of them tumbling harmlessly off the path. A misshapen gnarled trunk landed in the spongy earth along the road, sticking up at an angle and primed to turn into a kickstand if we were to drive into it.

I yanked across the wheel, bringing us off the trail beneath the sound of stabilizing engines from the mech dropping the thirty meters or so to the road. Our Bantam jostled across vines and ramped onto a small rise in the terrain until I could get it on the flattened path that seemed to have been renewed by whatever traffic Malik’s people had put on it. The log was just in my rearview mirror when it was batted aside in a shower of dirt and leaves from the mech landing where we’d been just a moment ago.

“Commander Predaxes,” came Malik’s voice through the speakers in the vehicle. “Throttle down and come to a stop. I don’t wanna hurt you, but I also don’t want our location known.”

“I promise not to tell,” I said, reaching across Lieutenant Draeder getting his first look at a Dragoon, so I could hit the transmit switch for the vic-to-vic radio.

Nine-Nine pivoted the gun and opened up on the rapidly advancing mech. The Dragoon was armored to withstand many types of small arms fire, so there was a better-than-average chance the bio-android wasn’t going to do much more than scratch the paint, but he probably wouldn’t factor that in for a minute or two.

I swerved off the path, seeing a copse of trees that looked like an overhang through the canopy. If I had to guess, the big, armored animals we’d seen grazing here or there in the jungle used this for a path to get from one side of the hill to another. It was a perfect racetrack for the Bantam while providing plenty of obstacles for someone riding a Dragoon.

“This weapon is ineffectual at breaching the metal machine’s armor. Do you have something bigger?” Nine-Nine asked.

“Next time, aim for the mech’s shoulders or its hips. There’s lots of hoses and wiring on those joints. A stray round could clip the cables and cripple the mech,” I said, not sure if I was spinning gold or spewing garbage.

In that briefest of moments before I turned from the natural tree tunnel to find the path again, I thought about Garza and how he used to play Colonial Strike—the Lenzaab vs Colonial game where he got to pilot the mechs. He’d know if that was right or not. Between our tires nearly bouncing us from our seats to me finding the path again, I grieved for my friend I couldn’t confide in anymore, and I felt very alone. That is until the tire on my side of the truck hit a root, and the slam woke me from my thoughts to aim me solidly back onto what I was supposed to be doing.

And what was I doing? Running from someone who helped set up this escape, yet for some reason, his explosives were getting close to finishing the job.

I swerved again, barely escaping a crater the mech’s last blast created in the path. Drifting around and down, I picked up speed now that we had something resembling a trail for us.

“I think we lost them!” Lillan shouted over the wind rushing by the cab.

The trees on our flank evaporated in a tornado of destruction from the Dragoon’s flechette launcher shredding nearly fifty meters of forest. The magnetically accelerated round spread in flight, turning into a rail-fired blast wave for purposes of deforesting the landscape close to us and almost pasting the entire truck into the afterlife.

“Five. Bloody. Fires!” I shouted, stomping on the accelerator and praying to the Spirits Malik hadn’t changed his mind. I mean, there was acting and there was acting. This didn’t feel like he was putting on a show.

Of course, thinking back to his experience in the Dragoon that saved us from our first mass event with the nadau, if Malik wanted us dead, he could have done it any number of times before this.

I slammed on the brakes, sliding across burning debris flying out from the launcher strike. Behind me, Malik came through the canopy at full tilt, the mech driving its legs like pistons to slam through the bush. I guessed it was someone else’s turn to be surprised. Not expecting me to turn the Bantam into a mech stumbling block, the RCP stumbled across us, using its jump jets to vault over the truck, and then launching jets of air from the stabilizers to bring the mech to a complete stop.

As it vaulted over us, I hit the accelerator hard, driving us to full speed past the mech’s legs. Nine-Nine took the hint, dumping the drum on the Forty-One as we passed to strike at the hip actuator and punish the machinery on the inside of the RCP’s thigh plates.

I leaned over to see into the rearview when Draeder surprised me by slamming his hands on the dashboard. Several armored super bulleks blasted from the forest directly in our path. The heaving monstrosities were definitely not part of the plan and must’ve been startled to action by the launcher strike.

I weaved past the first animal, cognizant of it being twice the size and weight of our truck. It lowered its armored head on our approach, content to bat us aside like an errant branch. I swerved around the massive bony crest coming off its skull, and it brayed loudly when it missed. My correction took us into the path of the next one. Nine-Nine cleared the road by running rounds from the new drum he’d managed to seat into the weapon as we moved.

The herd of six gigantic animals shifted away from our gunfire, aiming to slam into the tree line and take the Dragoon with them.

“You breaking contact?” Draeder said, his voice cracking like this was his first day at war.

“What do you think?” I countered. “How about you do what I asked you to do and find me a way back to the Temesis!”

We ran the path for the next kilometer. Finally content I’d lost Malik—and pretty confident I’d only been able to do so because he deemed it the right time—I brought us to several spots along the river where the forest thinned, and we were free to disturb a multitude of animals slurping up a drink. I parked to get our bearings.

Taking Nine-Four’s wrist, I held for a pulse and counted. “What were her injuries?”

Nine-Nine checked the drum on the Forty-One, then left the gun to kneel in the truck bed close to his counterpart. “She broke her leg and arm on this side, along with most of her ribs. It was luck that she didn’t break her back. If you are checking for a pulse, resting heart rate for us is rarely above fifty.”

“You stopped our escape to check the golen?” the lieutenant asked.

“I stopped for a multitude of reasons, and if you’re going to continue to shirk my orders, Lieutenant, you can get out of my truck and walk.” When Draeder went back to working the map, I looked to Nine-Nine. “You folks told me earlier they used your medical pod to fix her. Why didn’t they cast any of those injuries?”

“Golen are extremely responsive to violoxin,” Lillan said. “With the cycler onboard the medical pod we brought, her injuries were nearly healed during the time they had you.”

“Will she live?” I asked.

“We are resilient, Commander,” Nine-Nine said. “Doing what they did meant she wouldn’t be decommissioned.”

“What’s decommissioned mean?” I asked, more than an angry edge to my voice.

The lieutenant was brave enough to educate me. “When a golen is damaged beyond simple reconditioning, we will decommission them so as to save resources for the Collective.”

“But she said they’re responsive to the… violoxin—I think she called it,” I said pointing at Lillan.

“Violoxin is for people,” Lillan explained in a voice that sounded as if she didn’t like her own words. “Sedroxin is for golens and our bio-form tech. It’s less effective, but it is easier to refine so we can save the other material for the people of the collective.”

I spent several long breaths trying not to reach over and bash in both their faces. “These are living, breathing beings who think and feel. Sure, they might’ve originally come from a test tube, but now you only use your growth chambers to age them to their peak physiology. They’re born. And you’re telling me when they’re hurt, you just put them down?”

Lillan and Draeder exchanged looks as I made sure Nine-Four’s restraints had the unconscious lady golen firmly in her seat.

“Spill it,” I ordered.

Draeder let out a long breath. “All golen have a ten-year service life until they are decommissioned.”

I looked to Nine-Nine and caught the smile growing on his face. From the look of things, the bio-android had never had someone fight for him and he was very much enjoying this. Trying to hide my disgust, I asked, “How old is Aezin-Four?”

“We’re not sure, as she belongs to the prime minister,” Lillan said.


CHAPTER 19

PREDAXES



Driving a Bantam past multitudes of Lenzaab ISF patrolling beside Axo-mechs had us feeling out of place. We rolled through fortified positions outside the Temesis. After being stopped twice to ask about our intent and threatening to hit us with a body cavity search that would’ve made my guardsmen proud, we made our way to the bottom of the crater. A host of troops went about the business of creating fighting positions and traffic control points along the rim, turning the former mining interest into a military bunker.

Reaching the bottom of the depression, we drove into a series of cargo box structures like the ones we’d just left, with the exception of the Visitor modules being bio-formed. The outsides were smooth with thick, frosted resin glass over portholes. Colonel Strenko rushed out with a security detail, followed by Master Sergeant Makenna, who seemed to have his face back.

“Sorry, we’re late. There was an accident on the freeway,” I said, standing from my seat to salute my superior officer.

He took my hand, motioning for the troops with him to help the rest of my passengers from the vehicle. “Your Sergeant Rael brought back our survivors and showed us footage of the attack. You took quite the hit in trying to save my officers.”

“I did what I could. Sir, I don’t think we should wait. There were Olyrii mixed into that attack. From what I know, negotiation is no longer achievable. If the Prime Minister is still keen to bring the Ark down, we should do it now.”

“It’s not like deploying a combat skiff, Commander. It takes many steps to ready the ship for landing. But in this, we have our answer. Your Colonials and the natives will just have to live with the consequences of their actions.”

Lillan passed by me into the prefab, casually touching my shoulder in thanks. Draeder stepped to my side, followed by Nine-Nine who had his arm supporting his newly conscious partner. I nodded my respect to them and folded my arms in my best “I’m ready” pose for the colonel.

“Well, isn’t that something?” Strenko said.

He took a step closer to me, noticing the bruises on my face and my slouched posture. While the hits to my ribs didn’t break any bones, the ache had settled in now that we weren’t on the run and pumped full of fight-or-flight. I was almost tempted to lift my undersuit just to dance the bruises in front of him to shout that I had done it all for the Collective.

“Master Sergeant, please see the commander to an armory. Armor, weapons, and comms gear, please,” Strenko instructed. He inspected the golens, both snapping to the position of attention like the good soldiers they were. “Are you damaged, Nine-Four?”

“No longer, sir,” Nine-Four said in a syrupy thick voice. “I was damaged after our skiff crashed. The Colonials inserted me into a medical pod and corrected my deficiencies, sir.”

Taking Strenko’s look to be a question, I said, “From Ambassador Lillan’s observation of Nine-Four’s recovery, she suspects they used something called violoxin to treat the damage.”

Makenna huffed beside me. “There’s a pod we won’t be able to use again.”

Strenko didn’t seem as offended as his senior NCO. He tucked his chin, then lifted his head before inhaling and furrowing his brow. “A rare gift, Nine-Four. How will you use this blessing to serve the Collective?”

It hurt to hear him say that. Had I sounded that wooden and hollow when I was firmly in the grip of the regime? It had only been a few months since the closing of the wormhole cut me from the Collective. If I thought on it more directly, it had been longer than that since I’d felt at one with those back in Centridium Space. Even as commander, I’d been away from the government on Purgatory Station. My guardsmen, myself, even the prisoners were secretly free from the government and we didn’t even know it. Listening to it in all its religious fervor now made me look back at how I’d been as a Lenzaab officer and wonder whether I’d ever seen this for what it was: a cult.

“As I always have, Colonel,” Nine-Four said. “To honor my creators by returning all you have given me to the Collective.”

Strenko’s face glistened with approval. “Nine-Nine, take Nine-Four and proceed to facilities for a full check and refit. Resume duty promptly. I’ll see all of you back here in two hours.”

I walked beside Makenna, stepping around the command and control deck toward the ramp of the Temesis. From this angle, the ship was gargantuan. Its ramp was wide enough for an entire platoon of troops walking next to their Axo-mechs. For the moment, it was the four of us.

“How’d you get away?” the master sergeant asked.

“They’re holed up in an old mining camp,” I said. “Prefab cargo containers turned into buildings and some of them they didn’t even convert. They were just old metal box containers. Nine-Nine ripped open one of the walls and we snagged a vehicle before they could tear it down.”

“Tear it down?” Makenna parroted, sounding out the phrase as if alien to him.

“Sorry. It’s Lenzaab Marine expression for removing all weapons and sensitive items from a vehicle so it can be parked.”

“Ah,” Makenna huffed. “How did you get past an entire camp?”

Men like him made good NCOs because they questioned the validity of everything. They weren’t skeptical, but they trusted what people told them and verified the information just to be sure. Someone had probably done the same to him and he was just a reflection of that earlier training. If no one had questioned our escape, I would have been very surprised. Now we had something to check against and Lillan and Draeder could verify my story.

“The camp wasn’t very big, so once we had the Bantam on the move, they didn’t have time to react to us running out of the front door,” I said. “Especially with Nine-Nine shooting up the place.”

The golens split off from us in the first intersection, moving off into the ship according to the colonel’s orders. Makenna brought me to another deck and into a nondescript room with a vault door on one side and an open window partially barred off with a cage on the other. Twin golens walked from the open vault door, standing at attention when we entered the room.

“Officer on deck!” the first twin shouted.

“As you were,” I shouted back, loud enough for anyone inside the supply room vault to hear. “How do you know I’m an officer?”

The second golen stepped forward. “Your presence aboard the Temesis was made known as a matter of ship’s role, Commander Predaxes. It is our job to know such things.”

This is Aezin-Two-Seven and Three-Three,” a Lenzaab warrant officer said as she exited the vault. Instead of the full duty uniform I’d seen worn by other technical specialties around the ship, she was devoid of the blouses I’d seen on Lenzaab troops. “And I’m Chief Warrant Officer Adetola. Nice to meet you commander.”

She had an iron-clad grip and a pleasant smile I hadn’t really noticed in anyone else I’d met on the boat. Must be that she’s a warrant officer and, by nature, was elusive enough to fly under the radar to be left alone.

“Master Sergeant Mak. What brings you folks to my shop?” Adetola asked.

“We need a kit out-load for the commander. Plates only on the armor. We don’t have time to pull him off the line to be plugged. Once the Ark is on planet, we’ll have much more breathing room.”

“No problem, Master Sergeant. Can and will do. The rest of my people got moved to prepare the Ark for landing, but I can help you. Come on over here, sir. Let’s get you kitted out.”

Inside the vault—the room meant for holding the ship’s complement of personal gear—was expansive and loaded almost identically to how I’d remembered it during my time in the Marines. Racks and shelves full of uniforms, boots, and tough boxes lined the walls as far as I could make out. The only thing missing was the smell of metal and plastics hinted with just a bit of mold that all military supply rooms tended to have. Instead, the smell was sweet, almost like dappa sauce.

“What’s the smell?” I asked.

Chief knocked on a tough box. “From what I understand of your time, you dealt mostly in plastics. This is a resin we grow from a plant and form to need. Stronger than most synthetic polymers I know of, so it works out. Plus when we’re done with them, we can degrade them into compost for new growths.”

“That’s convenient,” I said, watching her open what looked like an upright footlocker. “What’s that?”

“Your home for the next twenty or so minutes, sir,” she said with a playful sparkle in her eye. “This is going to form the plates over your undersuit. Though I’m going to have to go with an older design since you don’t have the plugs and I’ll have nothing to attach the plates to.”

“What are the plugs exactly?” I asked, stepping toward the box.

Adetola pulled the bottom of her shirt from her trousers, and for a second I wasn’t sure what was going on. Rather than the bizarre ritual my brain was cooking up to explain what she was doing, she turned to show me her back. On either side of her spine were tiny polished ringlets to match the ones I’d seen on Strenko when he fought Calvo.

“Oh, those,” I said.

The chief recovered her shirt, explaining them further as she tucked everything back into place. “They match the plugs on our undersuits, creating a connection between the wearer and the armor. I take it you’ve seen the spinalox driver used to power the suit?”

“The centipede-looking thing? Yes, I have,” I admitted.

Adetola knocked on the upright box and motioned for me to step inside. “That process for plugs usually takes a week and is typically done in basic training. Seeing as Mak said you don’t have the time, I’ll just juice up some regular plates for you to match the kind our non-combat stations get.”

“Thank you, Chief,” I said stepping into the box.

She adjusted the height of the enclosure. “Did the master sergeant explain to you how this works, sir?”

“No,” Makenna said from the other side of the room.

“Try not to freak out. This is a little unsettling the first time,” Chief Adetola said, reaching for a cup of kava from the table.

“Got one of those for me when we’re done?” I asked.

She nodded as small vents opened in the bottom of the box, pouring out what seemed to be jets of sludge into the bottom of the container. At least it looked like sludge until it filled the trunk to my knees, where the real reason she told me not to freak out became apparent. Multicolored worms crawled around each other in a seething mass of roiling insects that made my skin shiver the moment I recognized them for what they were. I felt pressure against my feet, as if someone was squeezing my toes.

“If that face you’re making means you feel pressure, don’t worry,” Adetola said. “It’s all part of the process.”

“Which is?” I croaked.

“The worms build according to a signal coming from the box. It tells them how to secrete the filament they spin to create the plates. Once they’re done, we pull you out of there and put the armor into a finishing process that hardens the filament and sets the plates. It’s your own personal shell.”

With the worms rising to the level of my chest, it felt like being at the beach and having the waves splash against my body, but theirs was a pressure in the ebb and flow. I tried not to lose the contents of my stomach as I thought about the insects crawling into places I might not want filled.

“They don’t try to do any crawling around, do they?” I asked.

The chief almost spit out her kava. “No, sir. All orifices are safe.”

Now that I had a closer look, the creepy crawlies had nearly translucent bodies, ending in a head covered in beady black eyes. They reminded me more of the pincer fish from my home than worms, but the lengthy, legless bodies pretty much had them marked as invertebrates from the second they coated my feet.

“How do I get a helmet?” I asked.

Clearly noting my discomfort in the question, Makenna said, “Different process.” He disappeared between two of the racks, returning with something in hand. “Is this one okay?”

“Yeah, Master Sergeant. Should be good. Let me code him into the system,” Adetola said. She took a box from the NCO, then ran a scan wand over it while she looked into one of their crystalline data slates.

The senior NCO held up a brick the size of a scalder battery. “The chief is activating your transvox-signaler. You’ll wear it on your wrist to replace the SIN-Link your people use. It will broadcast to this, which is a capture module. The mod runs to a throat mic for your armor and a jawbone transceiver for your helmet.”

“Thank you for the upgrade,” I lied.

From what I’d seen, the benefit in the technology they relied on was that it was self-sustaining. They could grow almost anything they needed as long as they had the right conditions for their specialized tech to take root. Everything from vehicles to weapons, and even medical technology could be theirs on demand in a matter of days if need be.

Their tech and weaponry at first glance, due to them being foreign or fancy, had worried me. Probably because I didn't understand it. But with more time and familiarity, it became apparent that they were nowhere near as sophisticated or stable as ours. Their weapons were not strong enough to take out a blud-bat, much less something like a samok tiger. The range on their commo gear was minimal without setting up signal repeaters to carry the bursts farther out. Even the golens had their limits. Sure, they were immensely strong and cunning, but compared to a manech who had immense computing power all while being three times stronger than the average golen, the Visitor tech failed to match up on every front.

Still, if I wanted to be accepted into the very group I was going to poison from the inside out, I would need to walk and work like them. My only hope while I floated in a puddle of writhing insects was that my SIN-Link survived whatever was going on below my neck. When the time was right, I need to be able to reach Malik and hopefully coordinate what was going to be a messy and violent negotiation.

Adetola taped several controls on the side of my dunk tank, seemingly satisfied with what she was seeing on her side of things. “You may step out once the worms drain away, Commander. Just don’t move too quickly or you may crack the plates before we cure them.”

I held my hand on the lip of the vat, steadying myself from the feeling of gravity taking its full toll now that I was no longer being supported by what had to be no less than twenty liters of worms.

Adetola and Makenna each took a side and removed the plates from my undersuit, placing them gently on a rolling cart for the chief to finish her process.

“Master Sergeant has laid out the rest of your kit there, sir.”

I took hold of the very unwieldy Enlimax pistols they favored, rotating the cylinder in my hand and finding myself enjoying the satisfying clicks as it spun through my fingers. Holding out the weapon toward the wall to get a feeling for how it would settle in my hand, Makenna stalked up and slapped the transvox-signaler onto my wrist.

“Does this mean we’re going steady?” I asked.

“I don’t know what that means,” he said dryly. “But you can now talk on our frequencies. Would you like me to throw away your old machine?”

Tapping the SIN-Link in my undersuit’s cargo pocket, I waved the master sergeant away. “I need to hold onto it a while longer. I have all the contact frequencies for my people loaded into it and it will come in handy to coordinate between our two forces until I can transfer all our nets over to this.”

He seemed to accept the lie as he went about pointing out the best way to wear this or the wrong way to clip that onto a belt. While I could tell the man clearly had better things to do than to show a day-one officer through the process of becoming his flavor of Lenzaab, the colonel trusted him to catch me doing something stupid if it came to that. Until they could get the golen they’d assigned to me on the Ark down here, I had a human minder whether I wanted one or not.

I placed the comms bead from the capture module into my ear. “It’s vibrating. I guess that means I have a call. Hello?”

“I’m glad to hear your voice, Commander Predaxes,” came the dulcet voice of the Visitor Prime Minister, Negasi. “I saw your signaler pop up on the network, so I thought I would reach out. I hope you don’t mind the call.”

“Not at all, sir,” I said. In truth, the bottom had just fallen out of my stomach and I had a feeling I wasn’t going to be invited up to the ship for a celebration of our efforts.

Makenna handed me a palm-sized case containing two small eggs. He held up his hand to cue me on not moving, then took one and squeezed it near the corner of my eye. A thick yellow substance oozed out. He smoothed it over my wound like a salve or medicine. I fought the urge to yell in surprise when the substance slithered across my face and began coating my eye. Luckily, Makenna was there to take hold of my shoulder to keep me steady.

The experience was enough that I didn’t realize the prime minister was still talking. “Ah, there we go. Now we can send direct messages and video calls to you without the need for a screen. The reason I’m calling is to inquire about this weapon your people have used against us. This chemical agent that destroys our technology.”

“Well, sir,” I prompted as a pause to gather my thoughts. I hadn’t been ready for more snot to cover my eye after just being in a bucket of worms, and I was finding it a lot to process. “It’s mined from the planet. The Colonists discovered it as a deterrent for the nadau.”

“The nadau being what you believe our golens were somehow created from,” the prime minister concluded.

I blinked several times to clear my vision, trying to keep my annoyance out of my voice. “At this point, sir, I think it’s a hardened fact. They have the same strengths and weaknesses. The Colonials on the ground exposing Saegan-Nine-Four, a supposedly artificial construct, to violoxin had her almost back to operational after being crushed under a combat sled. The way they described it to me leads me to believe the medication is the same as the nadau royal jelly the natives harvest. With all that in mind, I have reason to believe the nadau are the basis of your technology and as such, susceptible to poisoning by the Olyrii mineral.”

A hazy vision of Negasi appeared in the goop-soaked eye. Okay, these were like the Visitor equivalent of our contact lenses. Good thing I hadn’t put any new ones in or I might be seeing double. I nodded to Makenna that what he did had worked and took the case from him to apply the remaining egg later.

“Do you also have a theory for how this is possible?” Prime Minister Negasi asked.

I rubbed my eye, the itching of whatever was in the goo becoming more than annoying. “The only thing I can think of is the idea from the scientist you told me about, sir. Komi. If the wormhole did warp time, maybe some of your people came through after my time, found the nadau, and left with it to work into our society.”

“Interesting,” Negasi commented.

“I think it’s also possible that the miners who’d abandoned Faebos during my time reached Centridium Space with their findings. If so, perhaps their work was studied years later, leading Lenzaaban to your current technology—perhaps even preserving some of the alien DNA long enough for use.”

I gave him a sort of half truth based on my suspicions that had been confirmed by Malik’s findings at the mining colony. I didn’t want him to think I actually knew anything, just that I had some ideas.

At that, Negasi said nothing and, instead, changed the subject. I wasn’t sure if there was anything to read into there, but I noted his seemingly intentional lack of response. “How much are we at risk from these anti-Lenzaab agitators? How much of this mineral do they have?”

“Unknown, sir,” I said. “I’ve seen the plan to break the ship into different environments, like districts in a city. If we bring the Ark down onto Shadaloa, the spread for the districts will be so wide, they won’t have the mineral sufficient enough to get us all. Then we go into the jungle and weed out the insurgents, and keep them from mining more. Our golens have a connection to the nadau. We’ve seen it. With our technology and the golens’ help, we could keep our people safe and the insurgents would be forced to look to us for the same.”

“All solid observations, Commander,” Negasi said. “But we’ve seen this type of thinking before, and after the First Colonial War, we endured two more because we wanted to present the Collective as a beneficent society. Do you have the coordinates for the camp where you were held?”

I felt cold ice water running down my spine at his question. I knew what needed to be done, and I knew if I did my part, the others would do theirs. But that knowledge never changes the feeling of knowing you’re putting a bunch of young men and women in harm’s way.

I also had to admit to myself, I’d hoped the prime minister would prove to be better than to choose this action. However, when beds are made… “I do, sir.”

The hazy image of the prime minister tapping his desk in resignation while his pet golen, Aezin-One, looked on sent frosty spiders through the rest of me. “Then we shall eradicate this camp. Also, withdraw your people from the mining interest to the Temesis, and we shall target the base as well. Soon, we will be the only civilization on Faebos where safety and security will be guaranteed.”


CHAPTER 20

MALIK



“Just got word from Predaxes!” I shouted into my helmet over the wind. “Bombers inbound on our position.”

“I guess they didn’t learn from last time,” Calvo said.

“Break! Break! Break,” Volina called over the net. “This is Lieutenant Volina. Visitor forces are corralling what’s left of us on base for movement to the Temesis. How copy, over?”

“Good thing we evacuated,” Calvo said. “Bring the pain.”

“Good copy, good hunting. Volina, out.”

That was one good thing I could count on during this. Our people would be out of the way.

I bowed my head to the astari’s feathery back beneath me, ready to take my place as a monster again. Ready to rain death down on people again for no better reason than their superiors lording over them said I was their enemy. That had always bothered me the most. My life doing what I did. If those same people weren’t at the top on both sides of our argument, would I still have to bury my knife into someone’s skull? Could we live together?

Show your prey the respect of a quick death, Zehn Haram’s siren voice called into my mind. You owe them nothing beyond that.

“Kuchec, it’s Malik. I see four bombers and a twelve-pack of fighters running in escort. The SIN-Link we gave you should have already picked up what that means and is displaying it for you.”

“I see it, brother. The comet people know not what they fly to. They think us weak and unaware. We shall deal with them for Shadaloa.”

Another emergency message flashed across the display in my helmet. It’s Predaxes! They fired a missile at you. It works like an EMP!

“Calvo! Valden! Pull the vehicles and mechs back another klick at least! Incoming EMP!” I shouted into the link.

The tiny blurred dots of the ships I saw on the horizon were still a ways off when the missile flew to target. There was no chem-trail or drive signature from the weapon, just a bullet-shaped projectile with short stubby wings tearing across the skyline. It flashed past my hide, racing into the forgotten mountainside camp. The detonation was spectacular, raining tiny glowing fireflies onto the jungle canopy. The lights in the camp flickered and died under the pulsing blanket.

“Valden!” I shouted to the former Ransacker colonel we called the Razor.

Quick to respond, the Razor was all business. “Two Bantams were caught in the mud and couldn’t move. The vehicles are dead along with all their comms gear. The weapon systems still work, so we’re good.”

Behind me, Hayle sat, hugging my waist even though the astari’s tendrils held him tightly in place.

“You good, buddy?” I asked.

“I don’t know why I let you talk me into this,” he said.

Here it comes and here we go, I thought.

The sea-ray-shaped fighters came in first, whistling past us with their wings cutting the air in the near-silent propulsion systems they fielded. On Zehn Haram, we looked like any other animal on their scope, unless they had a way to detect our technology, which didn’t seem likely. The EMP had been unexpected, but not something we hadn’t ever dealt with in battles with the Lenzaaban Collective. The aircraft never slowed as they screamed past the peaks, a vanguard for the sluggish heavier bombers following in their wake.

“When do we get to play?” Hayle asked.

“Soon,” I said pointing to the approaching bombers. “You still good with the plan?”

“As long as your friend doesn’t drop me, I’m good!” Hayle laughed.

The violence belongs to us, Zehn Haram said in our minds, now linked to some of the others as well.

Ahead of us, the first of the bombers reached the higher peaks ahead of us, breaking through the swirling mountain mists that shrouded them like an Olyrii’s veil. The propulsion system and drag against the arrow-shaped heavy bomber craft stripped some of the cloud cover away, exposing entire flights of Olyrii women on ryzhann predatory raptor mounts. The first half of our air cavalry—numbering in the dozens—fell away from the rock to chase the fighter aircraft while the second dove almost to the tree cover to sweep into the rear guard.

That left the bombers for me.

I pushed a surge of rage-induced determination through my connection to the animal. There was our prey. I wanted it. I wanted to feel my teeth rip open their wings near the struts to taste whatever heart drove it forward. I wanted to feel what they had for bones crush under my talons as I dropped on them from the sky. Most of all, I wanted to taste their exquisite fear as they died by my wings.

“Five Fires,” Hayle said behind me. “Whose thoughts are these?”

They are mine! our collective consciousness roared to each other as we fell away from the rock face.

With just a puff of air against Zehn Haram, he flapped once, the powerful wings launching us higher into the sky at a speed that could only be defined by predatory flight. We banked hard as we made the clouds, finding out path above the bombers.

“Does this thing have a name?” Hayle asked.

“Zehn Haram,” I said. “It means the God of Death.”

“That’s fucked up. I like it,” Hayle replied.

The first we make an example of, Zehn Haram cooed into our minds.

“This is my spirit animal,” Hayle said.

The misty vapor hanging over the jungle mountains vanished in an instant as stable flight turned into a relentless dive. Zehn Haram aimed right for the lead ship in the formation so the rest could get an eyeful of the terror they’d flown into. A tail gunner sitting on the open ramp of the bomber flashed rounds from the rhythmically slow Visitor machine gun we’d seen on the ground during our raid.

The munitions sailed by us as the chunk-chunk-chunk of the gun sounded off from the aircraft. We banked and gained altitude, letting the bullets cut through the mists to slap into the mountain peaks in tiny explosions of vapor-infused rock. Just another day of the Lenzaabs ruining the view via gunfire.

“Hold tight!” I shouted to Hayle. “This is where the violence lives!”

Hayle screamed as Zehn Haram let our forward momentum straight up surrender to gravity, wheeling over into a dive directly at the lead bomber. I laid tight against his back, letting the air pass over me and into Hayle, who was hopefully doing the same thing. It was like sliding down the hill with your friends on a snowy day. It was your first parachute jump as a Ransacker Scout, thrilling in the moment before the silk snapped in the breeze, because you didn’t know if these were the last breaths of thunder-kissed air you would ever take. We became the bullet.

Like before, Zehn Haram struck the top of the craft, shrugging off the ineffectual stinging rounds of the tail gunner looking to do us in. Its tremendous jaws parted, slamming rows of razor-sharp teeth into the skin of the bomber. Feathers tore free, while flesh and fluids came away from the living aircraft in buckets under the assault of the jack hammer strikes from Zehn Haram’s jaws.

The beast yowled a terrifying scream that chilled the blood of anything within earshot with a pulse. At the end of its roar proclaiming it king of the skies, it tore the wing section from the center of the craft, peeling the bomber in half.

Zehn Haram yipped in delight in seeing the two pilots gazing up through what used to be a cockpit, and ripped one of them through the opening, tearing him from the restraints and savaging him as we fell. A single flap of his wings launched us from the falling wreckage, turning us upside down until he slammed his talons into the next bomber.

“Can you make that climb?” I howled over the wind.

“Hey! It’s a wild thing!” Hayle shouted back.

Slapping his hands into the grips and seams along the craft, Hayle hand-over-handed the bottom of the bomber. He was especially content to do so with the Zehn Haram’s wing latched onto the ship below him, acting as a safety net. Each time the ardent killer slammed his hand onto the ship, the vehicle shuddered violently, almost a flinch from pain.

I guess that’s what happens when you let your new pal coat his fists in blue nightmare allergy dust. With a kip to the side of the aircraft, Hayle climbed to the ramp and pulled himself in. I tapped into his breathing mask just long enough for me to see him knife the crew chief between his helmet and the armor straps over his shoulder, then move onto the gunner who’d initially thought it was a good idea to shoot at us. He drop-kicked that kid to the deck, removed his personal retention leash from the ship’s anchor line, and pitched him from the back of the aircraft.

True to form, Zehn Haram released its grip on the newly stolen plane, whirling over in-flight to catch the falling crewman and snapping him in half with his teeth.

We raced straight at the advancing bombers fast enough that the pilots didn’t have time to register the appropriate amount of fear as we thundered by. Zehn Haram carried me into the fighter vanguard tangled with entire squadrons of Olyrii flyers tearing into them.

Another titanic roar from my friend and the entirety of the ryzhann raptors and their riders parted for us, giving us a direct path into the first of the defending ships. Zehn Haram flared his talons but didn’t extend them to the front. At the last second, the death-god bird flipped itself backward, letting its claws slap into the aircraft’s chitinous exterior shell right before he folded his wings to snap his extensor hooked talons into the hull. Anchored to the bomber’s top, the momentum of the maneuver worked against my braced arm, throwing me from Zehn Haram’s back tendrils’ grip.

I scrambled across the aircraft, looking for anything resembling a handhold as I bounced in the battering wind toward my death. I slammed my good arm into a seam on the top of the ship, slapping on the hull as the vehicle bucked under the added weight and air resistance of an animal equal in size. A heavy air buffet knocked me loose, sending me tumbling free from the aircraft and almost taking a Lenzaab Visitor machine gun round to the face as I tumbled past.

I’ve done free falls plenty of times working for the Ransackers. It was one of their preferred insertion methods on worlds with limited resources for things like satellite imagery and transoberic scanning platforms. The thing about being able to do a free fall more than once is you really do need the parachute or a set of wings to break that nasty bit of gravity at the end of the fall.

I had neither.

While I didn’t have my own wings, Zehn Haram flashed past me, flaring his to slow and match my plummeting speed.

I have you, brother! My wings are yours!

Matching my trajectory, the animal executed a barrel roll, then gently angled into me until the tendrils on its back latched around my legs and waist. And that was where gentle stopped.

As we leveled out, I noted a duo of Lenzaab fighter aircraft break off from the pursuit.

“Climb!” Shouting into the wind, I felt the animal’s exhilaration at the impending fight. It wouldn’t just be prey squealing between its talons to be carried off and devoured. This thing, this living plane was another predator who’d dared intrude on Zehn Haram’s clouds and hunting sky. This had to be answered for.

I felt the rage well up in the animal’s chest, the adrenaline filling its muscles to power through whatever we had in store for the false raptors. This time we weren’t hunting. This time it was about defending what was ours. Triggers and talon, tactics and teeth.

The explosive climb I’d come to know from my malevolent friend blasted us straight up, the pressure and wind only threatening to pull me from its grip this time as the animal now had the hang of the rider. It had full hold of me, its eyes, as it called me.

While it enjoyed tasting Hayle’s violence, it craved mine because I didn’t just think in terms of single kills. From an early age, I had been trained for genocide against an enemy who wielded the practice like a scythe to a gardener. It wanted to taste that death firsthand and on a grand scale.

The attack craft followed our climb, dumping heavy doses of forward cannon fire at us as we chased the sun. One of the rounds breezed over Zehn Haram’s wing, scoring a wicked-looking burn mark into its flesh.

“Are you good?” I asked into the wind.

Good, little brother. It becomes fuel for the fire, it promised as we banked to avoid the chasing projectiles.

I willed us across the sky toward a set of twin peaks looming through the mists. The Lenzaab fighters chased us, looking to kill the thing that had taken down one bomber and stolen another. Below us, the world was a tangle of angry wings as the fighter escort continued to lash out at Olyrii ryzhann riders tearing them from the sky. Of the twelve fighter aircraft that started this run, five remained in an airborne slugfest with the Olyrii, while two were chasing me. Hayle had confiscated the fighter bomber he’d boarded and was heading out for his part of the plan, leaving the remaining two streaking in to target the base we’d occupied as a lure for our enemy.

This was about to get interesting.

We dove for the twin spires rising up like a spiked saddle out of the terrain. Zehn Haram tucked his wings, becoming even more aerodynamic as we thundered across the landscape. A molten glob of the Visitors’ powerful explosive speed-balled past us, its thrumming pulse easily identifiable over the wind, even at this velocity.

The weapon detonated one of the peaks, showering the surrounding terrain in burning vine-wrapped rock.

“Deejee!” I shouted into the link.

“I’m unharmed and guarded from the blast. Eight seconds,” the AI piloting my RCP said.

Thread the needle, I said into my connection to Zehn Haram.

The astari aimed for the high-altitude jungle burning at the top of the peaks. We flashed into the cluster, the raptor’s relentless speed and size snapping through any vegetation it couldn’t dodge. It had done this many times as it grew, hunting prey beneath the canopy for calories to build itself into the death-god bird it wanted to be. These were nothing.

More of the globular projectiles struck out from the fighters, pounding into the peaks and setting them ablaze behind us while we zipped through the narrow canopy pass. The fighters split and banked, thundering away from the inferno they just caused and looking to catch us on the other side of their orbit around the smoldering mountain.

Rampant secondary explosions barked from the top of the peak, shattering the first of the aircraft into fiery debris. The second banked upward, looking to put some distance and evasion into whatever had just dusted his wingman. Flashing out of the trees, the missile coming off Deejee detonated on top of the fighter on its scream into atmo. The center of the plane just behind the cockpit went poof. The vehicle buckled, then burst into bluish green flame as it steadily lost altitude and collided at the edge of the river in the valley below.

Chase the other human. He will need a ride off the false wings he stole, I said into my connection with Zehn Haram.

Don’t die, Zehn Haram responded. In his own way, he was telling me to be careful. Which would have been nice if not for the fact he was probably using me to find all the best prey.

The tendrils on his back relaxed, leaving me to push away from the animal, once again putting myself into free fall. I fell the fifteen meters to the vehicle below, the wind resistance and my rapidly decelerating speed letting me land on the skin of the bomber. Of course, I didn’t exactly stick the landing in all the turbulence. I bounced and tumbled across the bio-formed plane, eventually catching my fingers in the silvery seams running the length of the exterior, just as Hayle had done.

With my arm stuffed into a brace and locked into my combat frame, I at least had the augmented strength in my suit to keep my hold on the fuselage with only one arm. I was also glad for the wind over the bomber so no one could hear me screaming at the intense pain running into my shoulder and down my spine.

I slammed a piton from my armor into the top of the aircraft, then attached a retention cable. At least if I fell from the outside, I would only have to worry about being beaten to death against the aircraft as it flew. I let out some line, bringing me closer to the tail where the ramp was open for the gunners to fire on anything getting too close. We were approaching the burning peak where we’d evaded the fighter aircraft, which meant we only had moments before they were close enough to the camp to drop their payload and wipe it off the map.

Leaning over the tail, I pulled my X-18 and fired a round into the door gunner. The bullet tore through the man’s shoulder, cutting his armor strap and punching all the way through to his lung. The eleven-point-five-millimeter slug had a nasty habit of ruining people’s day, and I was content to continue the tradition as long as it kept bombs from falling onto me and mine.

The crew chief shot her pistol toward the rear of the aircraft, dumping all seven cylinders of her Enlimax toward the tail. It was a shame the wind slapping against me at the back of the aircraft was so loud I couldn’t hear the click of the cylinder opening for the unpracticed crew chief to reload. I had to take it on faith her lapse in shooting meant she’d run dry.

I slid on the skin toward the ramp and snapped my good hand onto the deck plates, which kept me from slipping to hang on a cable below the aircraft. With my teeth grinding, I pulled myself into the open back hatch.

Seeing me crawl in, dirty and full of soot after passing through the ash of a burning forest at high speed, the crew chief ran for the pilot’s compartment to slam her hand on the closing mechanism. She wasn’t even gonna try to reload with me stalking her. As I closed on the terrified Lenzaab, she actually threw her pistol at me.

Dodging, I ran in and grabbed the side of her helmet. I growled something unintelligible and rammed her head into the bulkhead. After two more attempts to crack the egg, she passed out on the decking. I reattached her retention leash and stuffed her against the hull so she wouldn’t just tumble out.

With the threats in the back of the bay handled, I took quick stock of where I was. The sides of the bay had racking systems with oblong bombs primed and ready to go. The racks meant they wouldn’t need a bombardier in the back and could probably control the release from the cockpit, which meant the crew chief and the gunner were back there to attend to jams in the process. I needed to be up front.

Luckily the crew chief had already knocked on the door.

The hatch opened to the surprised face of the copilot. I grabbed her by the helmet and fell backward, using my foot against her midriff to catapult her into the overhead. She tumbled onto the decking, scrambling for a handhold until she bounced out to join the gunner in a rapid descent toward the jungle.

I raced into the cockpit, punching the pilot in the back of the skull with my frame’s enhanced strength. His helmet cracked from the hit, and he went limp.

“I thought that was gonna be much harder,” I said to myself as I jumped into the copilot’s seat. I leaned over and tapped what I thought was the protocol transfer switch—assuming the layout of Lenzaab vehicles had stayed the same. The first of the switches had not been the right one, nearly dropping me twenty meters in an instant. Fixing my mistake and thumbing through my mental catalog of this new Lenzaab language, I flipped the correct switch, then settled into the seat.

Ahead of me, a host of Olyrii warrior women on ryzhann swarmed the last of the bombers, tearing it apart until it lost power and dipped toward an approaching mountain. Clad in their sheer silks catching the light and twisting the colors in intricate patterns, the warriors jumped from the falling ship, landing on their mounts and wheeling away for the safety of the cliffs.

“Kuchec, it’s Malik. I have the final bomber. I’m slowing to give your flyers a chance to load me up!”

Throttling down, I reduced my momentum to just above what I thought would be stalling speed in a Colonial aircraft this size. Looking backward through the hatch, a rotating cast of ryzhann flew into the open cargo bay, each rider jumping off to fix a body bag–looking bundle into the bomb racking before securing it to rigging clips on the floor. Ten bundles filled the deck between the bulkhead and the bomb bay slats at the forward section of the ship. A final rider slipped into the bay and set down a backpack in the center of the bundles, tying it to the rest.

“We put your ayeed on the floor, brother,” Kuchec yelled into the comms.

I tried not to laugh at the way she pronounced IED. I didn’t have the heart to tell her it was an acronym or the time to explain what an acronym was. “Thank you, sister. Fly away and be safe.”

“You first!” Kuchec said as she mounted her Helleya, her ryzhann, and took to the sky.

At this slower speed, I had just enough time to spot two sea-ray fighters breaking free from their Olyrii dog fight and race over the trees. The first ship rammed salvos of the glob rockets into the camp, sending up shockwaves of corrugated metal and jungle debris. Blue-green mushroom clouds sprouted thirty meters high like an explosive canopy, undaunted in assuming their shape by the flack and the secondary explosions their destructive fury created. The second fighter chased the first, sending its own rockets to add to the apocalyptic tornado tearing apart the prefabbed camp as if it were no more than tissue paper.

With each plane looking to escape all Five Fires, units on the ground sent up salvos of crew-served weapons and anti-vehicle munitions by way of the Bantams and Dragoons. Debris from the Lenzaab aircraft sprinkled the jungle, tearing through the canopy and igniting several large fires despite the damp terrain. While the entire enemy squadron was knocked down with the exception of two stolen bombers, they’d still managed to get rounds on target and paste this outpost into scrap.

“Valden to Malik,” the Razor said over the net. “All enemy birds are KIA. We are down the two Bantams until we get in new power cells. Four dead and sixteen wounded. Calvo is hurt pretty bad. Sigmar-One-Four-One is with him now. He took some pretty bad shrapnel trying to pull our people away.”

My heart thumped in my chest at the news. That was not what I needed to hear right before what I had planned, but I understood the colonel’s play. He knew the kind of person I was. Knew I would want to know. “Roger, out.”

I had no doubt someone forged in the fires of the Colonial Marines would be hard to knock down, much less kill, but the pragmatic side of me looked at the effect battlefield injuries had on people. Not everyone came out okay. The ache in my arm reminded me I had pain of my own to deal with and a mission to complete. There was nothing I could do about Calvo up here, so it didn’t matter.

That’s just the way it had to be.

“Malik to Las,” I called into the SIN-Link.

“I got you on my board, you maniac. You got this?” he asked.

“Think so,” I huffed, although I really didn’t believe it myself. I was flying this bird based on half-remembered conversations with Lillan on our trip to Faebos, and the memory of old Lenzaab ships before I ever got involved in this wormhole business. “I’m pressing the panic button now. I’ll see you when I see you.”

I peeled open the cover for a switch that was clearly only used for emergencies based on the way it was painted. If my conversations with Lillan and her golens were correct, this switch could be pressed in the event of a pilot being unable to fly the ship. A sort of autopilot that would return it to its point of origin. Tapping the control, the vehicle shuttered once as it closed the ramp, then abandoned its mission to begin the long, ponderous climb for atmo.

“Seems like I’m on my way. Don’t leave me hangin’,” I joked to Lassara, already out among the stars.

“Have I ever let you down?” Las quipped back.

“You did lead me to being trapped on this side of a collapsed wormhole.”

“Ha! That was like four hundred years ago,” Las said, trying not to laugh at what we already knew wasn’t true.


CHAPTER 21

MALIK



There was a point in leaving the atmosphere I normally enjoyed. The moment the engines stopped pushing against the air and only had the ship to heave, the sound changed. Instead of the thunderous growl of an engine striving to arm wrestle gravity for a way off the planet, it became a dull rumble, more felt than heard. There was also the atmospheric curtain falling away to reveal a sack cloth of stars with holes poked into them.

Only now, my viewscreen filled with the Ark of Remembrance encompassing the entire port. The ship was massive, like some giant smoothed-out potato hovering in space, with a sprinkling of lights dotting the surface. The sea-ray fighters swooped in and around me on my way to the kilometers-long main ship, their attack groups forming in flights to head to the surface.

On the periphery of what I could tell through the screen, the three remaining destroyers formed around the Ark in a three-point envelope, with the lead warship at the prow of the advancing flotilla. I opened the hatch and exited into the back of the craft, working my way in the nearly depleted gravity toward my friend’s gifted ayeed.

The thing about an IED is that it doesn’t have to be complicated. Gather up enough material as a destructive agent, pack in a chemical propellant, and finish things off with a way to detonate said propellant. In this case, we wanted a lot of pressurized explosive and not a lot of flame to burn up the ridiculous amount of our anti-nadau blue ash the Olyrii had packed in the back of the bay. Coat wherever this bomber was gonna land in the stuff and hopefully the entire planet would freak out.

In the pack beside the explosive device, Kuchec had also packed the armor of a Lenzaab Visitor they thought would fit me, seeing as he didn’t need it anymore. The upside to wearing the enemy kit was the partially damaged armor would make it look like I’d been caught in the blast. Then, I could make up whatever story I wanted should I wander into the wrong section of the ship. The downside was I’d have to ditch my exo-skeleton and only be clad in their inferior armor. Especially since it was depowered with the creepy crawly bit of it dead from the powder attack we’d committed earlier.

Like many of the helmets worn by air crew, the chief’s was equipped with a comms system that not only allowed her to talk to the pilot, but she could hear any transmissions deemed fit for her ears. Before leaving the cockpit, I’d set the communications to ship-wide, then ducked out through the hatch to disguise myself as the best-looking Fake-Lenzaab-Future-Whatever-The-Fuck-These-People-Really-Were there was.

Several calls came over the radio for the pilots to respond, signaling for any sign that someone could inform the Ark’s command center on the crew’s condition.

I stripped the plates and undersuit from the pack, years of being a soldier and doing soldierly things keeping me from retching at putting on someone else’s dirty laundry. Stopping for a moment to inspect the jacket, I noted the spine-length centipede and its legs poking through the thick fabric strands. After latching into the muscle-corded shirt, I reached for the plates. The pitted and scored armor was the opposite of how the Visitor troops tended to keep their gear. The heady alkali smell of the burns across the plates was still present the second I opened the pack.

Reaching the last part of my disguise—the helmet—I wasn’t quite sure what I was in store for. From my shuttle discussions on the way to Faebos, the helmet created a unified whole for the biologically formed Lenzaab armor. With the spine bug dead, it was probably gonna be a hard time seeing through the face shield, which looked like dirty glass when they were wearing it. I had to force the helmet past my ears as the visor was stuck after being exposed to the blue dust.

The things I volunteered for…

In my new digs, I set my old helmet onto the leg clips for my exo-skeleton, then triggered the rigging switch. The struts disjointed from their support frame, then folded onto themselves. I stuffed the rig into the backpack along with my helmet for use when the charade was over. Taking the pilot’s Enlimax, I went about the business of setting the charges for the IED.

Someone was gonna be surprised.

Risking a peek through the hatch door, I saw a resin-looking tablet built into the ship’s control panel. A very concerned face traced back and forth, trying to wake the pilot while turning to give instructions to someone behind him. We were definitely on some sort of controlled autopilot.

We passed by the front of the titanic ship, running along the outside of the hull. Much like the other aircraft we’d seen, this mammoth Colony ship had linear designs starting at the nose and radiating toward the back. Each carved stripe was wider than the bomber, and deep enough into the hull to fit the STC building. At extreme distance, the hull of the ship appeared smooth, like polished glass in the light of Faebos’s sun. With us flying within a half kilometer of the ship, I saw cracks and crevices crisscrossing the bulkhead, with clear evidence of impact craters.

I shut the hatch and crawled along the ceiling in zero gravity, placing a duo of smoke grenades from my pack onto the ceiling. I ran a trip wire along the guide cable, leading to the ramp. When the strange flap-like ramp dropped to the deck, it would trigger both smokers to fill the cabin and cause more than a little confusion.

Hesitancy was key for the first minute of rescue personnel flooding the bomber. If they were familiar with the flight crew, there was a chance I’d be discovered and wouldn’t be able to detonate the surprise I brought. With smoke first, the rescuers would pull the crew out and away, giving me the time I needed to cause all sorts of trouble and disappear into the ship.

I felt a tug, then some of the absent gravity returned to press me to the bulkhead. The systems controllers were shifting us into position to enter the ship. A heavy thud rattled against the hull, which I had to guess was a docking clamp or collar. I positioned myself on my side with a leash securing me to the deck clamps. All I had to do now was wait.

Five minutes of rattling and shaking inside the ship, the motion stopped and I gradually felt gravity return in full.

Showtime.

The ramp groaned at the back of the bomber, popping the pins on the grenades and filling the entire cabin with smoke.

In my mind, I had pictured these bio-centric Lenzaabs would still be keen to send rescue personnel into the ship after us. At the very least, they would send golens. Instead, a round crab the size of a truck tire chittered into the space, its legs tapping on the hard bio-formed decking. When it got to me, it extended a snail-like head, complete with eye stalks glowing a faint gold through the smoke. It ran its head over me in the span of just a few heartbeats, then opened its claws to expose tendrils extending from where its claw should hinge.

I swore. Wasn’t expecting that.

I was hoisted up to its back and draped there as it skittered back the way it came. I half opened my eyes, trusting the opaque nature of the faceplate was sufficient to keep anyone from knowing whether my eyes were open or not.

The hangar I found myself in was cavernous. Entire squadrons of ships in varied configurations rested on the decks and in shelflike units built into the wall. A crane system moved throughout the bay, moving or slotting the ships as need be. The crane itself seemed a giant tendril-powered crab claw, complete with a muscular system visible through the seams in the chitinous top layers.

From the way the deck plates were arranged, ships were probably hoisted from their loading platforms before being dropped to the floor into a preparatory dock where the atmosphere would be siphoned off and the plane could release from the ship.

Scores of rescue personnel and golens rushed into me as the first one off the ship, pulling me from the snail-crab-thing and putting me on an actual gurney.

“Prepare to roll him over,” the translation from one woman said through the SIN-Link translator in my ear.

Oh. I had one more trick up my sleeve.

I pushed a button concealed in my hand, and a soft whir echoed from the bomber.

Puff the Wonder Drone Spectacular appeared at the lowered ramp, causing everyone not currently administering aid to me to approach with curiosity. A few of them even left their position to check out the new curiosity.

Once the area was sufficiently filled with unwitting victims, I triggered the first of the explosives inside the ship. The hard pop of a simple flash-bang grenade blasted from its space tucked into the bulkhead, sending light and overpressure through the smoke, causing some of the inky mist to cough outside the craft.

The limited explosive scared enough of the rescue crew to send them into a panic, running away from the vehicle and diving for cover behind other craft. One of the first responders had thrown himself over me, covering me with his own body as was taught in every Lenzaab and Colonial rescue school I could think of.

A slew of the crab things were ordered out of the way by several of the Visitor Lenzaabs as they raced into the smoking ship to recover anyone who was left. They came out in groups of threes and fours, carrying the pilot and the crew chief between them. The rescuer who had covered me jumped in to help them remove the crew, thus leaving me to get up under my own power.

A gaggle of hands immediately took hold of me, looking to put me back onto the gurney while removing my pack. I shooed them away, shakily gaining my feet as if I was concussed. There were no less than thirty people hovering about the ship in various capacities and they were as confused as I wanted them to be. Especially at the appearance of Puff, who had now dropped out of his flying config to a crab stance.

After all, how was I supposed to slip away unnoticed if I was surrounded by a flock of people all looking to give me their undivided attention.

I stumbled away from the people trying to help me, waving my arms and bending over with some added back flexes to look like I was going to wretch. Hands gently guided me toward one of the bulkheads where they could brace me and try to remove my helmet before I turned it into a soup bowl.

Getting as far away from the smoking bomber as I could, I triggered the main charge.

Lassara’s people had done a bang-up job of putting the IED together. The entire top of the bomber blew off, turning into rapidly accelerating flack on its way to shredding several vehicles in the racks as well as tearing one of the suspension cranes from the hangar bay ceiling. Even though they were organic in origin, the bombs positioned in the racks added to the destructive power and blasted out the sides of the craft, vaporizing several Lenzaab troopers and perforating nearby ships waiting to exit.

Something inside the closer of the parked ships caught fire. A teal-colored flame licked across the inner hull. Magazines of glob rockets also caught fire and I saw the pilot struggling to free himself from the seat as the entire ship ruptured, sending a shockwave blasting over us. Anyone still on their feet three seconds ago wasn’t anymore.

I think the saddest part of the whole thing was that Puff died in the line of duty. I’d have to have a ceremony for him if we all made it out of this thing.

All I could see anywhere was blue powder. The turbulence caused a whirlwind effect, further cycling the expanding cloud across the breadth of the hangar bay. Crab rescue gurneys screeched in terror as searing pain from contact with the mineral burned their nervous systems. Soldiers in the Visitor armor doubled over, clawing at the centipede things running their armor. As the dust coated them, the insect power source scratched and ripped at the muscle-fiber shirt, looking to free itself from the wearer and escape to somewhere the death dust wasn’t.

Soldiers in the affected armor ran to comrades across the bay, taking hold of them to plead for help. Touching the unaffected troopers only spread the mineral, causing another soldier to fall in place in pain-doused hysteria.

Ships stored in the racking awoke from exposure, activating engines and flying about the hangar seeking escape. The ships might’ve only been as smart as a simple AI, but the creatures inside were just bright enough to factor the vacuum of space might be the safer bet. I was just at the doorway leading to the passage outside the hangar when someone on the command deck had a similar idea to the panicking fighters.

The floor hatches leading to the ship’s exterior opened amid the sound of a warning klaxon and a pulsing yellow stone on a spire near each door. A sea-ray fighter slammed into the decking next to me, sliding across the flooring until it activated the magnetic engines and shot straight into the racking above us, shattering the shelf and showering me in bits of rock.

I’ve seen a lot of crazy during my time as a Colonial freedom fighter, but this was something else. The blast doors leading to the passage flashed from their housings, and I knew time was up. I sprinted through, narrowly stepping onto the decking on the other side when the doors slammed shut behind me with a resounding thud. The screeching, slamming, and mayhem behind the door continued for another few seconds, and then a buffeting sound led to absolute quiet. Whoever was in charge had sealed the ship and exposed the hangar to vacuum to stop whatever we’d just released from spreading.

I got to the first intersection in the passage and was greeted by a host of armored soldiers augmented by golens, running in my direction.

“Hold, Sub-corporal,” a man in the gilded armor like the envoy said. “You need to come with us immediately.”

“What’s going on?” I said feebly as I pointed to my helmet.

The commander gestured to his men, sending some ahead of us as a vanguard while I was surrounded by golens. “We need to get you into quarantine immediately.”

I limply jogged in the direction they pointed, cursing my luck at being the guy that made it out. If they stuffed me in a containment unit, I was in for a rough time.

“Malik, this is Las, over,” my comms chirped.

Man, did this guy have good timing or what? “I read you. Things are a bit sideways at the moment, bud. I’m being stuffed into quarantine.”

“At least they have good protocols for things like that,” Las joked. While I wasn’t in a position or the mood to appreciate a good joke right after being cordoned by a security team, his enthusiasm was reassuring. “The good news is we have you on our scans. As long as they don’t bury you in the center of the ship, I have a key that will get you out.”

“Is it tornado-shaped?” I asked.

“You know it. Once they have you in position, we’ll retrieve you,” Las assured me.

We rounded a corner to a medical bay, where the people and golens were in full crisis mode. They evacuated from the center, removing mobile medical carts, complete healing systems on crab-legged walkers, and bundles of medical items.

“Stay here, trooper,” the commander said. “Someone from the special hazards team will be with you shortly.”

They sealed the door, leaving me alone inside the infirmary. After the chaos over the last few minutes, the silence was deafening. I leaned against one of the medical tables, letting my backside sink into the form-shaping foam tabletop. It felt amazing to lean and let the backpack with my exoskeleton rest on the table, giving my shoulders a break from the weight while wearing close to fifteen kilos of unpowered armor.

“Malik, it’s Las. Three minutes, over.”

“Three minutes, out,” I confirmed.

The hatch flew open and an older golen stepped inside. She let her gaze rest on the discarded wrappers and the disorderly cast-off medical supplies the techs and doctors couldn’t take with them, then studied me with her haloed eyes.

“You can dispense with the disguise, whomever you are. We know you are not one of us,” she said.

I forced the helmet from my head, yanking it past my ears hard enough to tear the skin and bringing about a bit of blood. “And how would you know that?”

“For starters,” the woman began as she fixed her stare at the trickle of blood running down my ear. “The smell from whatever explosive you have in that Lenzaab backpack is tickling my nose. It is not something we would issue or use.”

“Luckily for both of us it’s not an explosive. I didn’t catch your name,” I said.

“I am Aezin-One. The prime minister wanted to come down himself to berate you for the death you’ve caused today, but I didn’t have the patience for the charade.”

“Me either,” I responded. “I wanted to reach the prime minister and have one final chat to convince you to settle anywhere else other than the Olyrii’s home. I was gonna get to a comms system and broadcast what you were doing through the ship, seeing as public opinion can sway how the PM governs. But you’re here instead, which pretty much confirms what we found out.”

She crossed the floor in an instant, gripping around my neck with her oddly shaped hands. “So confident in what you think you know. Much like you thought the creature at your back was dead. The suit, dead. Happy to disappoint you.”

Spiny fingers lashed into my skin, burying themselves up to the second knuckle. A sharp stab ran into the back of my neck, turning my vision to a dull sheen of red flashing across my field of view. I fell to the floor, barely able to hold myself upright on my hands and knees as the vicious thing on my spine bored into my nervous system and my mind.

“Did you know we can tap into our soldier’s minds via the spilox insect at your back?” she cooed. Forcing myself to look up at her, I gritted my teeth. Her tongue slithered from her mouth, lapping up the blood on her palm from holding my neck. “We can direct them to fight in any manner we see fit through the hive mind we all share. Through the hive mind you will all share, soon enough. Well, not you. I’m going to drain you dry.”

“Like a nadau,” I grunted.

“Yes. The nadau. They were the first experiment. When the Lenzaab science expedition to Faebos first encountered them, they were primitive and docile. Through genetic manipulation, the Lenzaaban Collective altered them to the form you know, now. The resultant species were too feral and they couldn’t control them, so the project was shelved. The Collective was content to let Faebos fade away until the miners managed to harvest some of the royal jelly.”

She walked around me as I struggled to get my bearings and recover a bit of myself as waves of agony ripped into my back.

“We don’t normally allow spilox to bond this way, but I am rather enjoying it,” Aezin-One said. “Since we have your full attention, rather than telling you, let me show you.”

My mind ripped free of my surroundings, running across the cosmos to a lab in Lenzaaban Space.

A scientist stood beside a long metal table. My vision came in spurts, but as he poured some fluid onto something—I simply couldn’t see everything—the scene changed to something terrifying.

Within my mind, I knew things I shouldn’t. This first project had produced the nadau by combining their DNA with that of the Olyrii and other Faebos creatures to effect the noticeable back tendrils and an ability to extract sustenance from blood profiles. The regime scientists hadn’t expected such rapid reproduction and I saw entire swarms of the nadau overwhelm the Lenzaab science teams.

Chaos reigned on Faebos. Men and women in white coats scattered through the jungle, being hunted by their own creation. Soldiers in gray fired weapons, but they too found themselves shredded to pieces in an instant.

The experiment was ambitious. Create a Lenzaaban-loyal Colony where the technology was adapted and grown from nadau genetic material, which the Collective had found to be highly malleable.

My surroundings changed to a platoon of men—Lenzaab military—dragging a nadau with a painted face. Their queen. The creature was sequestered with a small host of drones, which looked much like my friend Puff, to produce the royal jelly that had been discovered. They loaded her onto one of their ships.

The lights of the departing engines gave way to a new view—hers—and she squinted in the glare of hospital lighting at the scientist decanting her from a vat. Seeing through her eyes was disorienting at first. So many angles, so little color. But where her sense of sight lacked, her olfactory organs excelled. She could smell his blood, and all she wanted to do was lash out. Looking to my arm, her arm, I saw the IV line pushing a purplish fluid through, immediately satiating my thirst. My mind flashed again, and I stood beside a younger officer I recognized as Negasi.

“We’ve arrived, sir,” Negasi said as we landed on a far-off Colony I didn’t know by sight.

In a dizzying blur, things turned to a vision of Aezin-One presenting a jar of viscous fluid to the prime minister and a rousing applause from a surrounding science team. Crab-legged mechs, the spilox, and fighter aircraft rose from the goopy container until it tipped, spilling out the Ark of Remembrance. Behind the fleeing ships, the planet that had been their home seethed with combat as explosions on the surface were visible even from the depths of space.

I fell from my hands to my forearms, laughing at the scenes playing out in my head.

“You find my history humorous?” Aezin-One said through her scowl.

“I knew it.” I laughed. “Four hundred years, my ass. You were cut off from the Collective when they discovered you hive-minded the entire Lenzaab Colony. You’re not their slaves; they’re yours. But I did learn something here I didn’t know. Right now, I’m not talking to Aezin-One.”

“You are quicker than your counterparts. Let us not waste any more time, shall we? What is your end game in all this?” the nadau queen puppeting Aezin-One’s mouth asked.

“Originally, it was to get you to land anywhere else. Now, I’m gonna burn my way through this ship to find you and put you down,” I growled as she approached.

“And how will you do that when I have control of you?” she asked, raising my chin.

My blue-coated hand slammed onto her throat, robbing her of air and voice, as well as putting the fear I very much wanted her to feel directly between her startled eyes. “Can you feel it? Can you feel the poison searing its way into your veins? Into your mind?”

She gasped for air, beating me as the resuscitated spilox renewed the muscle fibers in the Visitor armor. Her hits, while powerful, were largely wasted on me coursing with the strength of their armor and the biotech creature powering the whole thing.

The spine bug had bitten into my mind, tasting the freedom I had with Zehn Haram. It sampled the thrill of running free without a leash, through Lenzaab philosophy or the mind of the nadau queen locking down its thoughts. Much like the astari sun-racer, the spine bug wanted more. Before being a power source for a private’s set of armor, it had been a predator. It wanted to feel death between its mandibles for real, and not through the eyes of another slave.

I hoisted the golen from her feet, pushing the burning rage gifted to me by my astari friend into the connection via the spine bug. “Connected to your network, my mind is running through it like the venom of a korbo-viper. You remember what that is, right? Big winged Faebos snake. Well, I’m not content to let all these people die in your grip, your majesty. I’m coming to kill you face-to-face.”

I tossed Aezin-One across the room to topple over a medical table. Pulling my SIN-Link, I had forty-two seconds left until Las showed up. I was about to strip the bug from my back and let it crawl around the ship, eating people, when it responded with its own thoughts.

“Oh, man. That’s cold,” I said.

The ship shuddered as if suffering an earthquake, pitching me forward to land against the next table. Like I’ve said before, I wasn’t an expert at listening to the ship’s hull. I wouldn’t say it spoke to me or anything, but I’d been on enough raiding and raided vessels to know what a CD-17 Tornado felt like when it blasted through a ship’s bulkhead.

“Hang tight,” I said through my connection to the bug. “You wanted to come along for the ride. This is part of it.”


CHAPTER 22

MALIK



Iknelt beside Aezin-One. “Are you you or are you her?”

“I am myself for the moment,” the golen said in a tone of tired desperation.

“I have to go, but I didn’t want to leave you here if she was still controlling you,” I said.

“It is appreciated,” Aezin-One said with tear-drenched cheeks. She closed her eyes, most likely expecting a bullet. The nadau queen had shown Aezin-One’s memories instead of her own, hoping I would take them for what I saw them to be. She didn’t bother to hide the fear of being discarded the golen lived in every day. Decommissioned. “She will try to stop you. Do as you must.”

“Do you feel those impacts against the ship?” I asked. “Those are friends of mine with sharp shovels so we can dig her out. Do you share the same connection to the rest of the golens?”

“I cannot command them,” she said. “That is for her alone.”

“If you can just tell them to stay out of the way, and maybe corral the Lenzaabs for the same, we won’t have to hurt as many people.”

I stood from beside the golen, admiring what I hoped was true: quiet nobility which had overcome the evil science that had spawned her. Running into the passage, I almost tripped as I laughed at the sight of a CD-17 Tornado breaching craft. The angular assault carrier’s nose was thrust in the middle of the passage, sizzling against the decking as hundreds of degrees of bleed coming off the craft’s boring laser cooled to the ambient temperature.

“Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!” came the call from a Ransacker team lead. The holographic skull dissipated, revealing Lassara’s second-in-command, Favier. “Malik, is that you?”

“No, it’s the laser fairy,” I said into the comms. “Some Lenzaab stole my helmet and is now pretending to be me to your face.”

Favier approached, handing me an XD-14 carbine. “Funny. We didn’t know how we were going to get to your beacon, but the Tornados cut through the ship like butter. Hey, how did you get away?”

I checked the action and took a bandoleer of magazines to sling over my shoulder. “Long story. Las, you on ears?”

“Stand by,” Las broadcast into the net. His voice was winded and drowned out by the sounds of muffled gunfire coming through his mic. After a few seconds: “I’m here.”

I worked over my SIN-Link, transposing what I was seeing from the spine bug to the map we were creating on the fly. “Our little hypothesis we developed by scouring old records gave us the right timeline, but the wrong bad guy. I’m hitting you with a change of mission. I need your forces to key on me and follow me to the ship’s stern. The target is a nadau queen. She could look like a regular spider-legs or a crazy flaming butterfly, I don’t know. Either way, I have a general vicinity.”

“The alien spider things?” Las asked in his best surprise voice.

“I’m with Favier now. We smoke this thing, we might not have to do any more,” I said.

I led the Ransackers forward, drifting down the passage on our way deeper within the ship. The vessel was labyrinthine, full of twists and turns that only made sense if you were a part of the hive mind or lived in an ant hill. We passed several lift hatches before I directed the team into a security halt.

“Ladder here. Up to the next level,” I said through the comms.

The first part of the Ransacker group hiked upward with a quickness while the rest of us secured the passage. Gunfire erupted above us, prompting me to pull my rifle into my shoulder.

“Favier!” I shouted into the link.

“Company waiting for us, boss,” the Ransacker said. “They’re trying to hem us back down!”

Vents along the deck plating sizzled as tiny wafts of smoke danced through the grating.

“Get those Ransackers through the hatch!” I called back. “They’re pumping some kind of smoke into this level. With the way it’s scalding the vents and walls, it looks acidic!”

Calls of “hit!” and “medic!” sounded through the comms, meaning the resistance at the top was stiffer than I thought.

“Favier! You got any of the devil dust we loaded into the ship?” I asked.

“Roger. Launching!” he responded.

Above me, I heard a heartbeat worth of silence before the screaming started. Only this time I had a window seat to their terror through the linked spine bug. Peals of agony waved off the affected troops as they writhed in the grip of the mineral burning their armor. Relentless gunfire from a pair of XMRS light machine guns tore into the soundscape, ending the broadcasted agony from the soldiers above me.

“We gotta go!” I shouted to Favier through the link. “My skin is sizzling!”

I pushed as many as I could of the Ransackers beside me into the ladder silo, forcing them up and out of the acidic steam while I held security. Several of the NCOs followed suit, content to obey the unwritten rules that a sergeant’s highest honor is to put his troops before himself. The skull-faced sergeant beside me nodded and remained silent as the acidic fumes continued to vent into the corridor. Their armor would hold out against the vapor-based assault for a little while, but mine was gonna be in trouble much faster, as the spine bug warned me we only had a minute or two. According to the progression chart the limited intelligence bug shared through our connection, the fumes would eat through my plates, through to the undersuit, and into my skin.

The NCO who’d shared my honor to control the passage tapped me on the shoulder and ushered me up the ladder.

“Move it or lose it, Sarn’t! Last spot’s mine,” I countered.

When his boots disappeared, I ran into the silo and up the ladder to the next level, rushing through the hatch and slamming my hand on the control. I rested my backpack against the bulkhead, surprised I didn’t need to catch my breath as I spent a moment steaming. The suit under the armor had almost fully revived, and was capable of assisting me like my exoskeletal frame. Unfortunately for me, the organic nature of the armor meant I was more susceptible to their ammunition and control tactics, like the acidic gas below.

“You good, Malik?” Favier asked.

I walked past the Ransacker crew, my armor leaving a smoking trail. “I just had my shoulder rebuilt by alien snot-therapy after a flying sea-ray put a heavy round into it through my armor and frame. They wanted to finish me off by cooking me in an acid bath downstairs. What do you think?”

We jogged down the passage when a hatch closed like several flaps of skin folding over each other. Pulling another security halt, the Ransackers spread through the corridor, covering all the angles. A kid with a thick backpack and a hose running from it to a rifle in his hand made his way to the hatch, tapping his fingers to his helmet where his eyes should be.

In ship-breaching operations, it was always good policy to have a beamer on the team. Beam weapons were cumbersome, unruly to handle, and had a limited active time before risking melting the weapon. But for a relatively short burn to cut through a door, a laser was where it was at.

“Going hot,” the kid sounded. A green beam slightly wider than a piece of Olyrii cord sliced into the hatch, smoldering through the hardened fleshy surface. The ship shuddered under us, a sign that whatever organism made up the hatch was having some serious surgery minus the anesthesia.

Several rounds punched down the passage and struck the door, nearly doming the kid for his trouble. Further along the way we’d come, Visitor soldiers lined up against the bulkheads and launched salvos of their acid-tipped rounds into our position. A few of the guys were struck in the armor, taking the hit and firing back, even as the acid tried its best to immolate the heavy polymer plates.

Acid is great for degrading natural substances but really sucks when it comes to specialized polymers designed to withstand them. This particular blend was a four out of ten on the suck-o-meter scale, and while the armor could take one or two hits from the Visitor acid-enhanced weapons, they would eventually fail.

Charging forward, I popped one of our attackers in the faceplate, my seven-point-five-millimeter round easily punching through the frosted glass. His head snapped and a minuscule spray of blood made it through the crack before he fell among his friends. No sooner had his corpse hit the floor than another took his place, sending rounds our way.

Favier fired over my shoulder, close enough to talk. “Send another blue grenade?”

“Negative,” I answered. “I’m just as susceptible as them in my current duds. My guess is they’re gonna keep doing this to us. Trapping us against a door we have to cut through, then repeating the process at the next hatch. Time to back them off with the good stuff. Please tell me one of you has a gyro-jet?”

Favier pulled the hand cannon from its holster. “Doesn’t everybody?”

He aimed down the passage and, much like Las, was probably programming the warhead on the fly through his SIN-Link. The round went off, flew a few meters until the rocket ignited to propel the weapon faster than the eye could track. Setting it for airburst, the munition raced the length of the passage and detonated amid the attacking troops.

The miniature missile erupted into a fireball of force and flack, tearing into the soldiers huddled against the bulkhead. It spread its wave of pain across five meters, wide enough to catch the soldiers advancing along the corridor, thinking they were safe behind cover.

“We’re through!” the kid with the laser yelled. A hard kick and the hatch fell away, dripping a sticky, black-flecked blue fluid all over the floor—the ship’s ichor.

A pressure hit my sinus enough to throw me off balance and into Favier who kept me from toppling over.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I think it’s a message through the thing on my back,” I said.

“You would be correct,” Prime Minister Negasi said. “Without the helmet, we had to contact you through the spilox, which I imagine is uncomfortable.”

“What do you want, sir?” I asked.

A hazy window appeared in my vision, showing Negasi wearing his best politician smile. I shunted all the other windows coming at me through my helmet so I could process one set of information at a time. He must’ve been watching through the cameras as he gave me a moment to compose myself before continuing. “I see you are sending your forces aft. Seeing as I am nowhere near where you are going, I can only assume you are heading for our queen.”

“I figured you might know about her,” I said.

“Not just me,” Negasi admitted. “Her acquisition and her abilities are the bedrock by which our technology is possible. She brings us together as a community under her guidance. Those trusted among us know of her and are considered blessed among her protected.”

“So, everyone knows about her?” I asked.

Negasi’s sigh was clearly audible through the connection. “Not everyone; but those with the right influence will be sure you will have to fight tooth and nail on every deck, giving us the time we need to make landing. Shadaloa is the perfect place for her to reconnect to the nadau on Faebos. Through her enlightened direction, augmented by the Olyrii mountains’ ability to amplify the unseen, we will tame the planet and create a blessed garden for our people. You and yours could have been a part of it, but you chose the path of violence.”

“You chose that when you decided to crash on the Olyrii and now we know why,” I said. “You’re not welcome down there if you’re bringing a monster like that with you.”

“Alas, your actions here have given us no other choice,” Negasi said with a wave of his hand. “The ship is set to detach into landing modules for our colonization of Shadaloa. My three remaining destroyers are listing in orbit, broken from a warship we didn’t know you had, so we couldn’t go anywhere else if we wanted to. As soon as we go into landing configuration, your blue dust will be unable to affect every craft. We will sail onto the planet and my queen will unleash a tidal wave of nadau to sweep across the world. You can either ride the wave, or be crushed by it.”

“Sorry. Third option,” I said, cutting the connection. I relaunched the SIN-Link comms in my helmet and connected to Las. “Malik to Las, over.”

“Go for Las!”

“Option two, over,” I said.

“Five fucking Fires, Sam. Really?” he called back, even if I was barely able to hear him over all the gunfire on his side.

“Affirm, over.”

“I don’t know, brother,” Las said. “I don’t know if I can carry the weight of that one.”

“I’ll explain it when I see you, but it’s the safer option. We either have to get the queen right now or we have to go with option two.”

“There’s a Tornado one floor above you,” Las said. “We can cram both our crews in there and beat feet to the end of the ship.”

Favier was already directing his people back to the ladder. “I thought option two was a nuke straight to the ship?”

“It is,” I growled. “Fortunately for those on the Ark, Las doesn’t wanna nuke forty thousand people. He wants to take out the queen instead and hope it’s enough.”

We raced up the ladder, careful not to spend any more time in the silo as necessary, as it was rapidly filling up with the aerosolized acid. We emptied into the passage with only a few minutes of peace before running into what seemed to be a company’s worth of ISF. Hyper-kinetic gunfire from both sides flashed, turning the corridor into a no-man’s-land where anything venturing into the center would be chopped into mulch.

“Some party!” Las said from down the passage.

“Running out of time, Las,” I shouted. “How far to the Tornado?”

“Far enough that we’re not going to make it through that,” Las said. “What’s the play?”

A round struck near my head, dropping me in place for better position against my cover. “I know you don’t wanna nuke the place, and we can’t get to the queen, but we also can’t let them land on Shadaloa. We’re gonna have to go with option three.”

“I didn’t know we had one,” Las said.

“We get to whatever Tornadoes we can reach and get off the ship,” I huffed into the comms as I slapped a new mag into the XD-14. “Fire the nuke in proximity to the Ark. The damage should be sufficient to throw it off course and even if they land, they’ll be nowhere near Shadaloa.”

I fired the entire magazine from my weapon before he answered.

“I can live with that. Find your crew a new way back to your Tornado and I’ll see you on the Deterrion.”

“I just uploaded a schematic to Favier from my armor,” I said. “I’m not going with you. I’m gonna ride this out and do everything I can to kill the nadau queen before this bitch lands.”

“Sam,” Las said, the pleading dripping in his voice.

“Get out. Do it now,” I ordered, already running to one of the lifts. I nodded to Favier as I passed by. “Get ’em out, brother. I’ll see you on the other side.”

“What are you going to do?” he asked.

“Same as always. Assess, address, and annoy,” I answered as the lift doors began to close.
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The lift doors reopened with Lassara standing on the other side. “How is it when all Five Fires break loose, you’re the one who grabs a gun and storms the hill by yourself?”

I chuckled. “Because I send the rest of you to take advantage of whatever distraction I plan on causing.”

“You okay?” Las asked.

“I pulled off the plates from the Lenzaab armor and jumped into the exoskeleton, but I still have on their undersuit, and this thing is digging into my back.”

Las pulled me out of the lift. Turning me, he pried his hand between my armor’s back plate and my shoulder. “Five Fires. Is that a cockroach?”

“Hey! He’s sensitive about his body image. He’s a centipede. Get it straight,” I said.

“He?”

“He. She. Whatever.” I ran past the twin squads of Ransackers Las brought with him and stopped at the intersection up ahead. “Speaking of which, my body buggy is telling me the queen bitch is this way.”

We filed down the passage, moving in tandem as we slithered through the ship. The passages were eerily quiet, which I believed had to do with the ship about to break for atmo. Colony ships were often designed to waste no space, and as such, they were designed to break apart in orbit and become the building blocks of the new colony on the surface. Our trek through an empty ship meant we could move through the passages mostly unopposed, but also meant we were running into corridors sealed for atmospheric separation. It was only a matter of time before our time was up and the ship disconnected and dropped into atmo.

We were running against the clock and if we took too long, the nuclear options were off the table.

Two tightly shut blast doors waited ahead of us, the Lenzaaban words scrawled across the top marking it as the Terrarium.

“Your bug get us in?” Las asked.

As if on cue, the doors slowly irised open, recessing into the bulkhead. With the slate gray stone on the floor and the sand-over-brown-colored walls throughout the ship, I wasn’t expecting to walk into a sea of green. An expansive chamber populated by trees, vines, and natural earth beneath our feet waited for us on the other side. Bugs flitted by our helmets, and the sounds of birds like we used to hear on Alamar tweeted as they flew over us from one side of the space to another. Through the canopy, the ceiling resembled a natural sky with a sun radiating warmth and light.

“This feels like your PS-12,” Las said.

“Yeah, and our alien friends acted like they’d never seen anything like it. Stay sharp.”

“Is this where they’re really keeping a mama nadau?”

“Stay sharp” I barked again. “There’s a lot that can go wrong in here and we don’t have the time to screw around. Two minutes. If we don’t find her, we call in a Tornado and make for the Deterrion.”

Maneuvering from the passage to the trees, we adopted a wedge formation, with a point man and rear man watching our front and backsides for trouble. The entire facility was lush and smelled of fresh growth, but knowing it was in a house of lies like the Ark meant this was all camouflage for whatever lay in wait for us.

“Boss,” Favier said as we progressed. He pulled up a stick, clearing it of the branches and vegetation until we saw it was a Lenzaab arm bone.

Before any of us could respond, a woman clothed in a dirty white gown stumbled through the vegetation. She stopped in front of the point-man, swaying back and forth as she tried to maintain her own balance. While she looked no more than twenty or thirty years old, the intense bags under her eyes and the deep wrinkles in her skin gave her the look of someone who’d endured a lifetime of torture.

“I speak your language,” I said, slowly approaching. “Are you hurt?”

“My lady says you are free to go, if you leave now,” the woman said in a harsh, hoarse voice.

“And where is your lady?” I asked.

The woman wobbled toward me, her wrapped shawl falling from her head, revealing bite marks along her neck and shoulders I was all too familiar with. The bites of the nadau. She whispered, “She is everywhere. She has tasted your mind through that which you did not earn, and she wants nothing from you other than for you to leave.”

“If she wants me to leave, she can come out and tell me herself,” I said.

“She already has,” the woman whispered as her giggling shoulders bobbed up and down.

“Hey,” Las interrupted. “I’m missing my point man.”

I motioned for us to tighten up our formation, keeping everyone within eyesight and earshot. A Ransacker holding the breaching laser for Las’s team ran in to get our attention and was snatched up in a blur of blue-highlighted black armor.

He screamed through the SIN-Link, then went slack as six arms gripped him from multiple angles. The top half of what we were seeing was a nadau with a longer oblong head, but still possessing all the regular traits like the tongues and the strange, glowing, blue sensor eye. Her splayed-open mouth wrapped around the trooper’s shoulder and neck as she leached the lifeblood out of him. As she lifted him off the ground, we knew we weren’t dealing with the same old bug.

Stretching over five meters behind her torso, her lower half was that of a centipede, except the front six legs were reminiscent of an armored crab.

It tossed the corpse of the former breacher at us, then hissed as blue light radiated down its back and through the seams in its giant-bug tail armor. If this wasn’t an aggression display, I didn’t know what was.

“This is your final chance,” the woman said. “Leave.”

“Boss, we got troops stomping up the hallway,” the rear guard Ransacker said.

“You thinking what I’m thinking?” Las asked.

“Yup,” I said as I fired two rounds into the queen. The bullets tore into her armor, sending broken shell and black-and-blue blood slapping against the fronds.

She darted in at me, slamming into the dirt where I’d been standing before I used the enhanced strength from my undersuit and the frame to jump clear. Her impact against the ground sent a gush of mud splashing onto the half platoon of troops with us, and she whirled back on herself to ready for another strike.

Las dumped half a mag into her as his XMRS gunner flashed across her torso with several bursts from the light machine gun. The angry hornets in the form of Colonial munitions drew her away from me on an anger-fueled attack toward these new tormentors.

Not one to waste a distraction, I motioned for my half of the crew to take up a blocking position against the incoming troops, and I dove for the breacher. Luckily, she’d bitten the kid on the side away from the hose and the projector. The battery pack seemed to be intact too.

“Here’s to you, brother,” I said to the dead Ranger Scout commando at my feet. Calling to the team laying rounds through the blast doors and into the passage, I yelled, “Drop!”

I thumbed the initiator for the breaching laser and took up the projector. As the team hugged the dirt, I activated the beam and raked it from one side of the passage to the other. A three-second line of light traced a black scorch on both sides of the blast doors. The advancing troops caught in the open passage between my laser were carved in half, falling at odd angles as their limbs and torsos came into contact with a cutting beam meant to breach hardened ship hulls.

Trying to filter out the screams ramming their way into my temple through the mutated creature attached to my back, I whirled back to the queen, aiming the laser at the nightmarish monster. This was not a fighting weapon, and if I wasn’t careful, I could easily kill one of my own in my endeavor to end her. She zipped to one side, attempting to snatch a Ransacker before others punched her full of high-cycle seven-point-five-millimeter rounds.

A wave of searing pain throttled across my sinus, bringing with it a promise. The agony would cease if I just put a single bullet into one of the Ransackers beside me. Just one. Shoot one of them for the queen and she would stop the mental assault into my brain through the thing on my back. For the centipede’s part, it had tasted its possible freedom through me, and I could tell it was actually filtering out some of the effect of her psychic attack. Through the pain it was also enduring, it managed to relay something the queen didn’t take into account.

The connection worked both ways.

I focused my thoughts through the haze and pushed back against her promises of pain with some of my own. I brought forth images of my fight with the nadau during our attempt to clear them out from the mine. In my memories, I’d set my mech on fire, then rolled across entire swarms of nadau with a thirty-ton burning war machine. Flooding her mind with images of spider-legged war parties being separated limb from limb by the drumbeat thunderclaps of twenty-millimeter death going out in high-cycle from a mech-carried auto-rifle was merely the setup for the king of my memories against her kin. I savaged her mind with the kogan, the king of the river monsters, slamming its jaws around the war leaders who’d chased me.

Flashing between the trees and using them for cover against the Ransacker assault, the queen stumbled, losing her balance amid mortar-fired thoughts slamming her full force by a rebellious bug that wanted to cut its own leash.

“Clear!” Las yelled as he dove for cover behind a large boulder set among the trees.

I lashed out with the cutting laser, searing through her shoulder and severing two of her arms before it dissected her from her lower insectile torso. Her upper body landed in a heap among the coil of vines and branches, slamming into the rock just ahead of my friend.

One of the Ransackers looking to pin a death notice on this nightmare stepped to the lengthy carapace-covered tail and shot it with two bursts from the XMRS. In the second burst, the queen’s tail body came to life, using its front crab-like legs to skewer the trooper and drag him into the ruined half torso. As he cried out in terror, another Ransacker bolted forward, only to be tackled by the queen’s flopping upper body.

The guy punched her through the face with two rounds from his pistol. His counterattack sent the contents of her incredibly long skull splattering across the woman in white, who lay trampled to death a few meters away.

A halo of grotesque, misshapen fangs ate its way through the top of the tail body, forming a new mouth to devour the skewered Ransacker. Before it got a chance to taste Colonial Hard Corps commando for the first time, Las and I approached it as the top points in a reverse V formation, treating the animal as the point where we connected. Round after round from the 14s blasted into the centipede body until the ruined mouth resembled chopped meat.

We had only a beat to catch our breath before pulling the wounded trooper from the pincers and rapidly sealed his injuries with clotting foam.

“Did you send it?” I asked Las.

“Thirty seconds,” he responded. “And just for good measure.”

A fire team from our Ransacker crew hauled the queen’s upper torso onto the top of the ruined tail body. My buddy Las pulled a thermax grenade from his kit, depositing it on the top of the corpse mound and tapping the initiator. Although the thermax’s purpose is to destroy military equipment, the weapon didn’t explode, it burned. A bright blue spark burst from the weapon and began cooking everything at over four thousand degrees.

“Come back from that, bitch,” Las said. “Ten seconds.”

We huddled together around the rock Las used for cover, then lashed ourselves to the nearby tree just in case the insertion didn’t go as planned. The top of the projector ceiling and part of the wall evaporated in a beam of light we all had to veil our eyes from seeing. The boring laser on the CD-14 Tornado breaching craft carved its way through the superstructure and into the Terrarium, creating a wide enough hole for the craft’s nose to hang from the bulkhead at a weird angle.

A side-mounted hatch opened from the craft, spitting forth an irate crew chief bent on getting us out of here. “You morons need an invitation? Get your backsides in here now! Las! We have thunder on the way. Two minutes!”

We didn’t need an invite or even a second telling. Together, the lot of us poured into the craft, latching down the injured first before the crew chief finally screamed at us we were out of time and they were leaving whether we were locked in or not. I’d finished strapping down the impaled trooper and was just getting the securing bar over my shoulders when the ship catapulted backward with more power than I’d felt during a takeoff in a Fat Bird.

As a Ransacker, I’d done my share of ship-to-ship takedowns, and more than a few of those had been in Tornado breaching craft. It had definitely been a long minute since I’d ridden out in one. The experience was everything I hated about doing it. Unlike the fun of riding into the enemy ship with the boring laser and a vibrational cutting field active, the ride out was just the field and a counter-directional guidance system in reverse.

It felt like we hit every strut on the way out.

G-forces amplified as thrusting jets spun the craft around once we hit empty vacuum. A heartbeat later and the main drive engines shocked to life, pushing a gradually increasing wave of force from engines. The gravitational crush against the seat was massive, and I had to run through thoughts of hunting with the Olyrii by the river to keep the critter on my back from taking me into unconsciousness with it.

“Malik!” Las shouted. “Thirty seconds!”

Deliriously, the impaled kid woke up and found the transmit button on his comms. “Hey, what happened to the bug that got me?”

“Don’t worry, kid,” I said. “Your boss hit it with a thermax and then exposed what was left to vacuum and a nuclear blast.”

His thumbs-up lasted only a second until he passed out again.

I was barely aware of the time coming due when the shockwave off the ship-to-ship missile armed with an atomic warhead struck the Ark in the path of its descent. From a digital mapping render of the event, I watched as the blast slung the Colony ship from its course and tore off the front half of the space-faring giant potato. The blast wave also prematurely separated parts of the ship before they reached atmosphere, sending them tumbling into Faebos with no more control than a comet.

Whatever powered the engine cooked in the atomic heat and detonated the back half of the ship into flaming meteors burning into Faebos’s upper atmosphere.

Over a dozen landing pods the size of the mining base tumbled through the upper atmosphere as their pilots struggled to regain control. Most fell over the opposite hemisphere, landing in a portion of the continent covered by a sea of sand. Some fell over the upper hemisphere while the rest splashed down in the largest of Faebos’s oceans.

There was a chance that some of them would survive and that was all Lassara had asked for. He just wanted to know he didn’t sign the death warrant on thousands of people, even if they were his enemy.

At least one of us still had a soul.


CHAPTER 23

PREDAXES



“Get to the ship!” I shouted as the bomber crawled through the sky toward us.

“We can’t contact the pilot,” Makenna shouted.

Colonel Strenko turned on me, the picture of the determined commander. “How far out are your people?”

“Still some klicks,” I admitted.

Strenko looked to his acrylic board. “Tell them to deviate to the other mine. Stay clear of this place and the base. We’ll load up on the Temesis and take this threat head-on.”

I tapped out a code to Task Sergeant Rael, deviating the convoy through the jungle to the mine we’d been using to recover material to repair PS-12. Glancing side-eyed to the hustling soldiers, I also tapped a message to Kuchec.

They’re going to shoot the bomber!

My earbud crackled from Kuchec’s mic being in the wind as she moved. “You tap-tap your board too loud. We know your flyer box has guns on top. We are coming in to make it right.”

“Look!” someone at the edge of the camp shouted.

The command staff spun about, raising their arms to point at the sun where dozens of specks rapidly became clearer, rendering into Olyrii riders on ryzhann.

“Fire control, this is Strenko! Set PDC to auto-target at two-ten to two-seven-zero degrees for free fire. Set missile battery to target incoming bomber. Fire. Fire. Fire.”

“Colonel!” I yelled, pulling the man’s attention. “Is there any way to get the Temesis in the air faster? If they’re carrying more of the mineral, it will eat through the ship!”

Strenko swore in his language.

Above us, the first missile launches fired out, streaking away more like bullets as they chased the incoming bomber. The throaty locking mechanisms on the launcher echoed throughout the crater, a sign the gunner was reloading the weapon system for another salvo. While everyone focused on the process, I took a moment to tap out another warning to Kuchec.

The sand at the bottom of the chasm danced around my feet, and the hair on the back of my neck bristled. Strenko must’ve ordered the Temesis out of the crater before they could board.

I turned to watch the incoming assault by Olyrii riders when their sun-blotched advance disappeared, rushing for the tree cover. My Olyrii friend must have gotten the message. Despite losing their shot profile, the Temesis launched salvos of gunfire upward. Some of the dorsal-mounted guns traced along the canopy in case the incoming attackers were flying just above the treetops.

I was grateful for my helmet as the explosive sounds of gunfire blasted out over the mining crater.

In the opposite direction, the incoming bomber dropped to the canopy and delivered a salvo of globular explosives at the treetops, turning fifty meters of wood line into a burning mushroom cloud. The first missile barreled into the cloud and lost its track on the bomber, detonating on a nearby hill. The resultant explosion vaulted titanic trees and rocky chunks into the surrounding terrain to crash into more of the jungle and tear it down to the roots.

The bomber pilot wheeled away, seeking cover behind fingers of stone rising out of the jungle. The second missile flashed between the stony spires, detonating against the last of them as it failed to make the tight turn and remain on target. The spire erupted into a shower of rocky flack, further obscuring the escaping plane in the powdery haze.

“Predaxes! Get on the skiff with us! We’re out of here!” Strenko ordered.

I ran for the skiff as the breeze blowing around the mine’s floor turned into a sandstorm from the transdosal engines pushing the Temesis from its spot on the ground. The clickity-clack of the heavy strut landing gear snapped loudly in the engine’s hum as it folded in on itself like a crab tucking its legs to burrow into the mud. The guns at the top of the ship renewed their fire, blasting the trees just outside the crater’s rim. I wasn’t paying attention when the skiff flew by me, and Makenna grabbed for my shoulder strap. I reached up, jumping into the vehicle bed just as the jets supporting the craft flared to life and sent us off into the trees.

Colossal mounds of dirt belched in front of us from crab-legged Axo-mechs dislodging their bulks and running ahead of us with their guns ready for anything.

“The Temesis is going to break atmo and assist the Ark as it comes down,” Strenko said. “We’ll move to the mine your people are running to. Can you have them set up a perimeter and be ready to receive us? We have four skiffs, twelve Axo-mechs, and a company of ISF on foot. Before the destroyer leaves, it’s going to drop a Gorka APC. That should help us out.”

“Sending the message now,” I responded. “I’m not familiar with that last one, though.”

“Think of it like a bigger Axo-mech,” Makenna said. A second skiff flew out of the trees to hover next to us. “Colonel! The Temesis is under attack again!”

I patched into the ISF net, where a trooper was running some sort of high-altitude drone. Out over the valley, the Temesis was besieged by Olyrii flyers swarming over the hull. Even from this distance, I could tell the riders had gotten close enough the PDCs were ineffective. High above, the bomber dove in at the besieged vehicle on a collision course. As the PDCs tore the attacking aircraft to pieces, the pilot triggered the munitions release, sending the bombs plummeting from the ship.

From the grainy video coming through the drone, I couldn’t tell the exact point of impact, but it was a sure bet that most of the bombs had missed the Temesis to fall just inside of the crater. The aircraft and several of the bombs hit the destroyer broadside, just as something fell out of the back of the bomber. Rampant explosions peppered the hull, rending plating and weapons alike.

The destroyer was on fire.

The pilots did what they could to set the ship down into the jungle, using the frond-topped trees against the impact-resistant hulls as a way to mitigate a direct crash into the surface. A handful of seconds after the ship disappeared into the canopy, we heard the snapping of large-trunked trees and the heady thoom of a ship plowing into the dirt.

As the destroyer burned and listed to one side, the massive shape of Malik’s astari flew under the carnage, then wheeled on its original course and took off for the clouds. Whoever had been flying that ship really had their exit strategy locked in if Malik’s death bird had agreed to ferry them out.

They’d really done it.

Kuchec? How bad, I typed into my link.

“Several of my people killed,” Kuchec admitted. “Some wounded along with their mounts. It is bad. We hit the flyer with our blue powder, but we have no more. Are you safe?”

For the moment, I typed back. I switched my screen to the Lenzaabs, trying to keep my conversations straight. Turning to the colonel, I said, “Sir, Task Sergeant Rael has us on approach. They also saw the Temesis drop something into the trees after it got hit.”

“It is the Gorka APC,” Strenko confirmed. Just as he was about to say more, a brilliant flash like a second sun appeared in the upper atmosphere on the horizon.

The blast turned into a magnificent ring of energy, drifting out from the blinding ball of light at its center before fading into the sunshine. Drifting down from the blast and into atmo were a host of tiny meteors, plummeting like shooting stars across our path.

“The Ark,” Strenko gasped, holding his hand to the side of his helmet. “The Ark has been hit. Emergency protocols are being enacted.”

“Survivors?” Makenna asked quietly.

“Some,” Strenko answered. “The prime minister is missing. The Ark was knocked off its entry window, forcing some of the ships down on the other side of the planet.”

“We should send part of the force to the mine,” I said. “Then move with the more agile combat skiffs to the Temesis and effect a recovery operation.”

“No!” Strenko barked. The man’s world had just come apart and he was clearly chewing down his anger in favor of more tactical thinking. “The animal riders ran a high pass over the ship and dropped poison onto the hull. The Temesis is coated with it. Some of it might have been knocked free by the bomber exploding to broadside, but we need to be sure before we approach.”

“Let me take my people,” I offered. “Our tech isn’t affected by the mineral and neither are we. We can scout and try to clear off the powder with flyovers in our Fat Birds. With the Ark forced down, we should consolidate our forces here. Heavies to the mine for security. Once it’s safe, we move crews into position at the Temesis for recovery ops. Assess what we have, then move to recover the Ark.”

Strenko looked to Makenna for approval. The master sergeant nodded, sloshing the idea around in his mind to see how his skepticism mixed with his hope. “It’s a solid plan and exposes none of us to the chemical. Sir, permission to excuse myself from the mission.”

“I know, Mak,” Strenko said. “But I need you for this.”

“Aye, sir. I’ll strip out of my armor and go with the commander,” Makenna surrendered.

“Let me get a call into my people and get us a ride,” I said. Stepping away, I tapped out a message to Kuchec and the Razor, letting them know we were splitting our forces—which could lead to an easier stand-down of hostilities if we took control of the situation by overwhelming force. Even the threat of the blue mineral would be enough to deter them. They had no way of knowing we were out of it.

I also had to be careful with my remaining guardsman. Volina was onboard with me. She was an easy sell after what she’d endured from the last Lenzaab looking for control. While Rael was still loyal to me as his commander, he and the other guardsmen were all-in for the bigger Lenzaab force to take over operations on Faebos. They couldn’t be brought into this until we could demonstrate the Visitors as a threat.

I was a few taps away from finishing a message to Rael when a hand slapped by my shoulder, stripping me of the SIN-Link. Makenna pawed at the screen, trying to get it to rekindle once it had left my grip. “What were you just sending?”

Luckily, I had my battle board screen set to shut down any time it was away from me and my actual SIN-Link. Inmates, especially ones that contained Ransackers and Breacher Marines, were notorious for seeing things they weren’t supposed to. Setting a proximity lock was the best way to keep them from getting their mitts into my system.

I’d also been around the Visitor culture long enough to know their alphabet no longer resembled ours. “It was a message to Rael. We were splitting into two groups and I needed a ride out to the Temesis crash site.”

“I can read some old Lenzaaban. I saw some names I didn’t recognize. And Kuchec. That is the leader of the Olyrii!”

“You are correct, Master Sergeant,” I said. Apparently while I’d been learning their language, they’d been learning mine. “I told Rael if he saw Kuchec, to tell her we weren’t looking to fight. Just recover our people. All that matters is saving lives right now.”

The master sergeant looked confused, and perhaps a little ashamed. Then he handed me the tablet. “Sorry, sir. I am not focused. I shouldn’t be going.”

“Someone on the Ark?” I asked.

“My wife and son. But you are right,” Makenna said, stripping his plates. “We straighten things here, then go out for the modules.”

“We’ll get them back, Master Sergeant,” I offered, hoping I wasn’t about to make a false promise.

Within minutes, a Fat Bird landed amid the trampled jungle past the mining crater. The heavy jets blasted the trees around us, landing on the deck with barely a flutter. Volina came bursting out in her guardsman armor, the Shell-6, just like mine, which she dropped in a case at my feet.

“Master Sergeant, we didn’t have time to fit you for one of ours,” she said over the wind through her helmet’s speaker. “So we brought you one of the orange jumpsuits and a plate carrier. I hope that will do.”

“It is generous. Thank you, Lieutenant,” Makenna said.

We dressed quickly—him faster than me—and boarded the Fat Bird. The nose of the craft angled down, and we were blasting over the trees with a host of guardsman in the troop bay supported by two of the manechs we had left.

Orbiting the crash site, the Temesis had gone down half a klick away from the mine crater, wedged into a saddle where the terrain rose. The debris field was minor, and it seemed the ship had mostly kept from rattling apart on its rough landing. The side where the destroyer rested against the terrain was still smoking from the bomb impacts, while a blue haze hovered over the other side to mix with the inky black smoke.

“I’m getting traffic from the flight crew,” Makenna instructed me. “They have multiple casualties and many of the ship’s systems are offline. I’m instructing them to remain inside as we enact your plan, Commander.”

“Great. Volina, get us over the ship and put us in VTOL. Let’s see if we can clear some of the dust off.”

We hovered over the top of the destroyer, moving along the hull and letting the engines do their work. I stood from the open side door forward of the troop bay and connected a cable from my armor to the guideline. “Mak! I’m taking my guardsmen and manechs onto the destroyer. We could use you to guide us through the ship.”

Sliding down our drop cables, we made the top of the smoking vehicle. Shouting NCOs cautioning the destroyer’s shifting or calling out stepping hazards due to the ship’s resting angle sounded through the net. Makenna found a troop door to the side and tapped the bulkhead beside the hatch several times. A bioluminescent glow from the panel signaled he’d found something. Just as he was set to open it, it dimmed again.

“This could take time. I have to try and get them to open it from the inside,” Makenna said. He shouted into the net, listened for a reply, then turned back to me. “It will be a minute, but they should be able to open it from the inside.”

Off to our flank, a series of trees shattered, giving birth to the biggest crab I’d ever seen. Only, it wasn’t shaped like the sea animal. It was oblong, more like a beetle, and broke through the line of trunks on surefooted armored legs. The driver carefully picked his way through the tumbled logs, maneuvering the living vehicle toward us.

“Now that’s a sight for sore eyes,” the master sergeant said. “One of my first assignments was on one of those. I’m signaling the pilot to keep back and out of the dust that may be all over the ground.”

“That’s some beast,” I said.

Makenna slammed his fist into his other hand. “It will be even better if we can use your Fat Birds to recover the others in the modules or that may have survived on ships in orbit. Then we can make those bastards pay for this. If I know the colonel, he’s already devising a plan to turn that mud hut mountain of theirs to ash.”

“What about the mineral?” I asked.

“Doesn’t matter. We have to answer their aggression with our own or we’ll never get them to relent.”

My headset popped, bringing with it a staticky voice I hadn’t expected to hear just yet. “Malik to Predaxes. Do you read, over?”

I snapped to Makenna, getting the man’s attention. “Broken but readable, over.”

“I have Ransackers and Marines on the ground with eyes on. We’re going to tight beam a message onto their frequencies, but we have a private channel. Copy?”

“Copy,” I said as Mak looked to me for answers. I handed the master sergeant the battle board for my SIN-Link. “Send it, over.”

The board instantly lit up with Lassara’s face, looking stern and battle weary. “Attention Lenzaab Visitors. We have just conducted a successful raid on your Colony ship for your refusal to settle anywhere else on the planet. The reason your prime minister was so determined to land there is that he was being directed by this, an alien intelligence who’s been at the center of your society for as long as you’ve breathed.”

Images of the nadau queen flashed across the screen, showing it in high definition even as Malik and his Ransackers battled it in some kind of park or forest.

Lassara continued speaking as the video played. “Your leaders have lied to you. We are not a lost Colony from four hundred years in your past. You are the forgotten Colony. Because of your leaders’ dependence and subservience to this creature, the actual Lenzaaban Collective cut you off. Threw you out. You’ve been fed a lie, told you were the new Lenzaab Collective. In reality, your prime minister is a usurper and a fraud. The invading adversary that swept you from your home planet were little more than Colonial Marines looking to free you from the lie you’d been living. All that fighting—all that heartache and loss you’ve experienced was for nothing. After we left through the wormhole, the Colonies rose up and overthrew the Collective.”

Makenna’s face was a combination of surprise, disbelief, and outrage. He looked to me for clarification, but I had none to give. I only had part of what we’d seen in the mining camp. The nadau queen and the Colonies finally winning their freedom was something new, even to me.

“Your leaders kept their covenant a secret from you,” Lassara began again in an almost gentle, fatherly way. “And kept the creature in line by taking those they felt were lesser among you—those that ‘served no purpose’ and feeding them to it. That arrangement is now void as we killed the monster and threw it into vacuum. Which brings us to now. If you cease hostilities and abandon your plan to take Shadaloa, we will aid you in all rescue attempts for your people and help you settle on the planet. If you continue this campaign, we’re coming down to the planet to finish this.”

My Visitor communicator beeped, announcing an incoming transmission from Strenko. “Mak, did you see it?”

“Yes, sir,” he said hesitantly.

“Master Sergeant Makenna,” Strenko said into the net. “I need you to recover all available assets from the Temesis. Get the repair crews to give you a damage assessment for the ship. If we can get her in the air again, we might have something to fight whatever they used to knock down the Ark.”

Makenna watched the video replay as the alien queen trampled the woman in white, a Lenzaab citizen who’d somehow gotten under foot when Malik and his Ransackers took on the mutated nadau. “What kind of psychological op are they running, sir? Have you been able to reach the prime minister or anyone in the cabinet to confirm?”

“If the enemy killed what you see on screen, then we need to assemble all our people and get to work finding a suitable replacement. We don’t have time for confirmations, because it also means the generals and the prime minister are also dead,” Strenko explained. “Which leaves me to lead our people. And we need to start by retaliating against the Olyrii before they make any more of their cursed blue powder.”

I looked at the master sergeant, not believing what I was hearing. “Did he just confirm your government was feeding people to that thing? Did you know?”

“Of course I didn’t know,” Makenna said, trying to find his balance between what he believed and what he was being shown. Back into the link, he asked, “Sir, was our government feeding people to that thing?”

“Master Sergeant!” Strenko snapped. “That ‘thing’ was the bedrock of our entire society. And you, you need to step up and be the man whose been by my side the entire time. The man who helps me run this command. Set salvage and recover back to the second mining site. We’ll plan our next steps from there. Notify me when you’re on the move. Strenko, out.”

I’d seen the look Makenna was wearing. Kildane had worn it. He was caught between his duty and his convictions. Our former task sergeant had suffered the same as he was confronted by the idea he’d never be able to go back through the wormhole or see his family—his newborn child—again. At the time we’d needed him most, Kildane abandoned his convictions for a duty that would see him returned to his family, even if it meant killing all of us in the process.

“Affirmative. Makenna, out.” The master sergeant continued to stare at the door as he handed me back my battle board. “How much do you trust these Colonial military types?”

“They’re many things, but dishonest isn’t one of them,” I said.

“That woman in white was the Minister of Science and Information,” Makenna instructed. “She went missing a week ago after visiting my son’s school. The prime minister said the loss of the homeworld was too great and she took her own life as a result. I can’t believe the colonel knew about this.”

“Sounds like the guy is a man in crisis,” Malik whispered into my ear. His tone was the same as he’d used that first time in my office. I hadn’t known it then, but it was how he spoke anytime he’d come across someone he wanted to turn to his purpose. “The Visitor links, do they have a transponder like ours?”

“I believe so,” I said, hoping I was being quiet enough to avoid the master sergeant hearing.

“This is gonna compromise you with him, but put me on,” Malik said.

I handed the master sergeant the tablet again, motioning for him to look at the screen.

“Remember me?” Malik prompted when he appeared. “Yeah, ya do. Good boy. Now listen up. You seem like a good person stuck in a garbage situation—which means you’re probably there for your family. You also strike me as a control freak, so you wouldn’t have left the Ark without a way to look in on them. I’m sending you a link. Reply with their transponder codes.”

“Why would I do anything to help you, inmate?” Makenna said.

Malik looked offscreen, nodding to someone feeding him information we couldn’t make out through the Fat Bird still hovering over the hull. When he looked back, his face retreated into a small window, the rest of the screen showing a representation of the planet with a small dot on the northern hemisphere.

“It turns out, I didn’t need you,” Malik said. “You see, one of the things my crew does very well is sensitive element exploitation. We look for something shiny in an op area and we snag it. We did a little pirating while we were on your Ark and learned quite a lot. Master Sergeant, that blip is the transponder fix for your family. If you agree to help the commander stop the colonel from going into Shadaloa, we’ll pick them up for you.”

Makenna’s face softened at the thought of seeing his family. “But only if I help the commander?”

Malik laughed into the screen in that disarming way he excelled at. “I mean, we’d probably go get them anyway, seeing as we’re not monsters. I was just trying to see if you’d flinch. But I would like to put an end to the bloodshed. I was willing to kill every single one of you if it meant peace and quiet on Faebos, but that’s a lot of work and my arm is killing me. So how about you help me and I help you?

I hated that he was such a natural leader.

“Strenko wants the Olyrii punished for what they did,” Makenna said.

“You mean how they defended their family and their home?” Malik asked. “Like you’re about to do by helping us, right?”

Makenna stepped backward as the door opened to several worried techs in Lenzaab Navy attire. They reached through the hatch, shaking the master sergeant by the hand for his coming to their rescue. He looked to me for an answer I couldn’t give.

Speaking into the link, he said, “The second I try to turn this, Strenko will put me on the outside and fight me anyway.”

“I guess there’s nothing left to talk about, then,” Malik said, a grin spreading across his face.


CHAPTER 24
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“He’s not going to accept this,” Makenna declared.

“We have to get him to see a war with the Colonial-backed Olyrii is bad for everyone,” I said, watching Strenko’s skiff coming in.

The colonel jumped from the back of the vehicle, landing with ease assisted by his bio-suit. He stripped his helmet, wiping the sweat off his face to expose the meteor-painted pins that crossed his body, inlaid there by way of Visitor biotrix technology.

“Your planes did a good job in clearing the forest of the mineral, Commander,” Strenko said. “Perhaps this is a calling for a more diverse technological approach. Over a century ago, we’d seen mass-techno advance across our holdings poison many worlds.”

At that point, I’d had just about enough of Strenko. “The Colonials we have here are many things, Colonel. Liars isn’t one of them. I think we’re owed an explanation after what we just saw.”

I’d expected some reaction. What I didn’t expect was to be punched in the face. I felt my nose break, watering my eyes and filling the back of my mouth with a coppery taste. The ringing in my ears was loud, the incessant tone playing over everything else when he started speaking.

“I owe you nothing,” Strenko spat. “As a Lenzaab, I owe you my protection and my promise I will bring you into our midst as one of us. To do that, I might have to cut you up a bit, and bleed you of any superiority or moral high ground you think you have here. In the end, my way will help you survive this planet we’re apparently all trapped on. But first, I need to put you right.”

A flash of bioluminescence played across the scars and pins in his face, just before he kicked me to the chest plate. The armor held, but it was still uncomfortable to be kicked into a tree stump at the edge of our circle.

Several of the guardsmen with me stepped forward, but I waved them away, content to take this on my own. Through a lack of breath and no lack of pain, I asked, “So, feed Lenzaab citizens to that thing and just reap the benefits while you sacrifice nothing?”

“Sacrifice nothing?” Strenko barked. He pulled back, studying me for a better angle on where best to kick.

I readied myself to jump up or dart forward—anything I could do to minimize whatever damage he was planning. He didn’t want to kill me. He wanted to break me, if for no other reason than to prove to my men that he and his way was an inevitability they were going to have to accept. He managed to catch me in the shoulder rather than the ribs, tossing me off the ground and flipping me onto my back. The blood coming off my nose seeped into my eyes, making sussing him out through the trees almost impossible for this little game of throwing tags.

I wiped away some blood to see him smirking over me like the elite he believed himself to be. A man who knew better for all of us and was willing to prove it as long as he had the tactical advantage.

“You’re probably wondering exactly what you did to deserve this little… what do your people call it… counseling session, Commander?”

Salvation came in a form I’d seen before. A heavy rock flitted into the pass, striking the man in the temple. Blood and bits of plant matter careened off the projectile, cutting the colonel’s scalp and splashing him to the mud beside me.

“You whine like a little girl,” Hayle said coming through the trees. He took a single step to show us he was there, then vanished into the underbrush. “A bit of vine and a rock. Old as time and just as effective. Any one of you pulls a trigger, I’ll knife you before the bullet leaves the bore. Things are even now. Let it play out.”

An ISF trooper lined up the sights on his strange, filigree-cut rifle. He seized up before he could pull the trigger, Hayle appearing behind him with Malik’s mono-machete stuck through the back of the man’s neck and into his skull. He shifted the soldier’s position and twisted the knife. With his other hand, he raised the dying man’s rifle and pulled the trigger to fire a shot at the nearest trooper who had raised his weapon.

The round punched a hole through the soldier’s faceplate, filling the helmet with bloody soup. Hayle removed the machete, holding the spasming trooper up to act as armor, and threw the blade into the nearest ready-to-attack ISF. The blade bit into the woman’s helmet—not enough to cut her, but, still, it obscured her view to take a shot.

Hayle rushed forward, grabbed the blade by the handle with one hand and the back of her helmet with the other and twisted until her neck broke. She fell at his feet, like turning out a light.

“Anyone else?”

“I will kill you,” Strenko said, spitting out blood and a tooth for the effort.

“You might want to stick with a fight more your speed, sir,” Hayle said, with no more interest than if he’d handed the man a cup of tea. “I’m not him and you’re not ready for me. At least with him you have a chance.”

My former guardsmen parted as he walked through to sit on a broken log. One of them stepped forward, looking to block the killer’s path.

Hayle ran his fingers along the edge of a frond still attached to the timber. “That pathetic excuse for a leader lied to you, ordered you around like you were under his command, and then punched your commander in the face and all of you just stood there. You’re not doing anything to me. You better hope Commander P wins, because if not, I’m punching all your tickets just out of principle.”

He glared around the circle, and no one moved. Then he settled his gaze on Strenko. “C’mon, your holiness. Let’s see what you got.”

Strenko roared and pounced like a sprinter coming out of the blocks. He grabbed me by the shoulder straps, hoisting me up to bring me into prime position for his attacks. The colonel had hit Calvo with the same flurry of slaps. The former Marine had taught us all that day that, just like all their equipment, the Lenzaab Visitors were all bark. They could bite, but their teeth were blunted.

However, Strenko’s speed was inhuman, driven by his armor’s augmentation. He pummeled me with a course of openhanded strikes that off-balanced me and put me at his feet. He primed himself for another kick but failed to keep his standoff distance.

His critical flaw: thinking he was dealing with just another Lenzaab. I’d spent the last decade working corrections. I knew how to fight like an inmate. Then there was the little matter that I was in my armor, not theirs.

Augmented by the endoskeleton in my armor, I hurled the rock Hayle had thrown into his groin. The rock cracked the plate over this manhood—if you could call it that—and had him reaching for the pain. Taking a play out of his book, I got into sprinter position and catapulted forward with my arms folded in front of one-hundred-plus kilos of should-have-been-retired officer and his kit.

The colonel’s knee snapped backward. His shriek at the sudden turn of events was extremely satisfying as I landed in the mud again. I snagged his ankle, dragged him toward me, and bashed him in the face. My augmented strength pushing carbon fiber knuckles on my gloves shattered his teeth and sent him splashing into the underbrush.

Strenko laughed through his bloody lips. The streaked beads on his face glowed faintly under the shadowy fronds right before his knee snapped and clicked back into place. He jumped up from the mud, hobbling first, then running toward the Gorka APC.

“Kill them!” he shouted as he hobbled away.

“Belay that!” Makenna roared. “That man is in violation of the Lenzaab code of military conduct for crimes against the Collective. Take him into custody!”

Strenko shot the man closest to him as his jog turned into a sprint. Whatever he was laced with could fix injuries on the fly and keep him more than dangerous.

Hayle propped his leg up on the log, took aim with Malik’s XD-14 carbine, and let one fly. The bullet tore through the colonel’s armor, burrowing through his chest to exit in a spray of blood from the front plate. The target hit the mud face-first as the very proficient killer next to me got up for a casual stroll to go finish off the man he’d just shot.

Right then, our gathering erupted into chaos. Soldiers, looking for payback for the men he’d killed, attacked Hayle with knives and their strange firearms. The guardsmen opened fire, downing several of the attackers as the rest of Strenko’s ISF security team showed up and made things more complicated. And then there were the golens, fast-moving and fantastic climbers. Instead of a two-way shooting range, we were dealing with things in three dimensions as the bio-androids added height to the attack.

For his part, Makenna took a rifle from one of my men who’d been shot, then dragged him behind a rock before shouting for a medic. He placed rounds on target, his shooting as on-point as any other NCO I’d known in his position. If anything, he was unnaturally accurate despite the sights on my weapon not being set for him.

“Volina! Tell me you have something for me!” I shouted into the comms.

“Guardsmen and Colonial Marines are coming over the top of the saddle where the Temesis crashed. But we need to deal with that big bug mech they have!”

From his spot in the mud, Strenko launched to his feet and returned to his trek for the Gorka.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said.

Hayle fired several shots beside me, then ducked behind some trees to load a fresh magazine. “What’s a guy have to do to get setup like that?”

A Bantam full of Colonial fighters crested the saddle, as promised. As they ran the ridge to support us, the Gorka changed its stance to angle its rear launcher. I shouted out a warning, but it was too late and too loud for anyone to hear. The Gorka fired a salvo of glob rockets as the vehicle escaped the shadow of the destroyer and made for open ground.

The shimmering rocket detonated close to the truck, blasting it from its position on the ground and sending it tumbling through the trees. The gunner standing in the back went limp after the vehicle rolled over him, and the truck slammed to a stop against the gargantuan Faebos trees.

“Commander! It’s Valden. We’re situated behind the saddle and that ship, but we have half the ISF company supported by that giant bug throwing some serious heat. We can go the long way around and come at them from the flank, but if we crest that hill again, they could end us quick with those rockets. Best bet is to leave a covering force of shooters at the top of the ridge and circle the rest to punch ’em in the pooper.”

“Do you have Dragoon support?” I asked.

“Does a bullek crap on the prairie?” the Razor confirmed. “Sir, Malik’s ride is here and already running the ridge toward you. Apparently, your favorite inmate told the mech you need to be looked after and he’s making that happen.”

“Good copy. Predaxes, out,” I said.

Ahead of us, the half company of ISF had already formed into fighting positions, shooting their acid-tipped munitions at us. Plumes of dirt shot up as they struggled to hit, producing noxious fumes from the compound inside the round and dissolving parts of the terrain.

Likewise, a shower of fury punished the Gorka, the remaining Dragoons on the other side of the saddle using their mortars to effect indirect attacks on the titanic APC. Amid the whistle of incoming rounds, the beetlelike personnel carrier tucked its legs and dropped to the dirt, weathering the storm. It flashed out with its clawed appendages mounted with machine guns. Their thunk-thunk heavy blasts were on target and slapped some of my people from their feet, and their life.

We brought a wave of heavy automatic gunfire sweeping across a line of the troops, killing an entire squad. The assault also shattered the armored Gorka’s hull after a score of hits.

“Commander, I am the Robot Combat Platform designated DG-Six. Prepare for boarding,” the mech said through my SIN-Link.

“Good to see you, Deejee. Mind the big mech!” I shouted back.

“Affirmative, Commander.” Deejee snatched me from the ground as rounds impacted on his armored hull. Spinning behind a copse of trees, the heavy mech tossed me into the cockpit at the center of its chest and spun down its armored plate to seal me inside.

“We have to knock that thing down!” I said.

I’d barely gotten the straps on when Deejee began an all-out furious sprint through the trees. Bounding over logs, ducking thick clumps of vines, and half climbing on and jumping off trees were all a part of the mech’s steeple chase through the dense jungle terrain.

“We are moving to flank the APC as it is slow to turn,” the RCP relayed. “They have side-mounted firing ports for defense, but the weapons are ineffectual against our armor.”

“Good to know!”

“All stations this net,” my Visitor comms barked with Makenna’s voice. “This is Master Sergeant Makenna. You are to cease hostilities immediately. Colonel Strenko is in violation of the Lenzaab MCC. Anyone assisting the commander is also in violation and subject to disciplinary action.”

“That’s not the way I would’ve gone with that,” I huffed to myself. Then into my own link, I shouted, “Colonel Valden! Deejee and I are marking ISF troop positions on the ground. I want you to take them indirect.”

“The marks I’m seeing puts those troopers between the ship and that mech. It’s a killing ground, sir,” the Razor said, making sure I knew what I was asking.

“Understood,” I confirmed. “Take them down.”

The frenetic whoomp of mortars going vertical sounded out over the saddle, echoing against the smoldering wreck of the Temesis. I began counting to myself, wondering how long it would take before my decision ended the lives of all those kids shooting at us because a maniac told them to.

The first rounds struck the back of the beached destroyer, tearing into its armor to shred the dorsal weapons and con tower into little more than foil. The back of the ship exploded, mizzling the jungle in burning gel and sparking cinders that caught fire wherever it landed. Miniature bonfires caught the foliage, the extremely dense material raging in excess of thousands of degrees. The fire continued to spread by breaking down water molecules still clinging to fronds from early morning rains, using the components to add to the burn.

Entire firing lines of ISF caught ablaze as well, running and rolling for anything that would put them out. A trooper covered in the gel dove for a puddle where the material exploded and promptly showered the jungle with parts of the young man for his error.

The remaining mortars fell in among the troops. They savaged the assaulting lines and dug graves. Shockwaves tore apart bodies, and anything left got soaked by the razor-sharp fragmentation flying at kilometers per second.

I turned away from the carnage, chasing the Gorka and Strenko as they ran from the battle site. Only, he wasn’t going for the crater to pick up more troops. He was en route for Shadaloa.

“Kuchec, it’s Predaxes. The Lenzaab has a giant tank coming straight at Shadaloa. I think they’re going to try to destroy your home. We’re getting ready to fight it, but just in case, you should be prepared.”

“We see it, brother,” Kuchec said, the wind still crackling her transmission. “We had a sign that all of our home was waking to fight this new enemy. We will not join you on the ground to be set fire, but that does not mean you will fight alone.”

Spirits, is everyone better at these leadership speeches than me?

“Keep your head down, sister. I’ll do what I can,” I said, toggling the comms. “Deejee, are you ready to get our fight on?”

“We are running at thirty-one KPH through varied terrain and have all weapons primed for assault through my combat-control algorithms.”

“Okay then,” I said, taking over the controls. “Rifle up. Firing.”

Twenty-millimeter armor-piercing incendiary rounds flashed from the rifle. The trees barely mattered—neither did the APC’s armor plates. For its part, the tank pivoted and fired a salvo from its claw guns. Sure they knocked down some trees, too, but they were barely a love tap on Deejee’s armor.

With how thick the tree cover was, I bet heavily on Strenko being unwilling to fire off the glob rockets and risk catching his own ride on fire.

“That all you got?” I shouted into the cockpit.

As if in response to my unbroadcasted taunt, Strenko’s voice broke through on my link. “Is that you out there, Predaxes? I knew you didn’t have the stomach for this from the moment I met you. You know what else you don’t have? Your mech.”

A pressure wave lashed out from the Gorka, spreading across the forest like a heavy breeze that needed to find its way out from the branches. As it hit us, Deejee shut down, its systems and indicators dying all at once.

Swearing, I popped the emergency disconnect on the hatch and climbed down the ladder rigging on the mech’s exterior. Zed-Nine battle rifle in front of me so I could run my sling, I fixed the weapon tight to my chest.

The Visitor mech was enormous. Even at fifty meters, I could tell I weighed a fraction of one hinge joint on its insectile legs. The trees rumbled in echo as Strenko bellowed through his still-functioning loud speaker.

“Seems you’re out of the fight,” he said confidently. “Why don’t you just sit back and watch me knock down your precious mud hut and turn it into the future home of the Collective.”

I slowly turned my head to the sound of approaching slams into the jungle floor. The trees parted just ahead of the Gorka, dislodging Ryhakoka, the rhino-bear that dominated the area around Shadaloa. It was scared. That meant bad news. It shouldered past the armored fighting vehicle, nearly toppling it.

Strenko was quick to adjust its bearing, sidestepping the massive animal and bracing against a tree to stay upright.

A handful of heartbeats passed between us, and the trees spat out an assortment of animals chasing Ryhakoka. Colossal herbivores the size of three bulleks with tremendous, armored heads and bodies to match throttled through the undergrowth, occasionally slamming up against the braced Gorka as they sought a path deeper into the jungle.

Tiny, multicolored simians swung through the branches, brachiating from one tree to the next in a hurry, devoid of their casual swing-and-eat-fruit routine. Birds took to the sky and quickly changed directions, their flight suggesting they were fleeing one predator and didn’t want to run into any more.

“You hear that?” I shouted through the distance to the APC. “Faebos knows you’re about to do something stupid and it’s looking to swat you for it.”

In hindsight, I was still relatively new to their language and hoped I’d used the right word for swat.

It was a trivial thought as the APC righted itself from the tree and turned its claw-mounted guns on me. At this range, even the primitive power of their homegrown guns was enough to kill me very dead, even in my armor. I could hide behind Deejee, as he might be able to take the hits, but I wasn’t sure how long it would be before it toppled over and crushed me for my trouble.

Thoughts of tactical retreat and withdrawing to a position of superior cover faded as I saw the monstrous shadow of whatever had frightened Ryhakoka and the others working its way through the trees. Moving low and slow, the monster had crawled to within meters of the Gorka. Twin tails slashed at the undergrowth as it raised its hind end in preparation to jump.

“Predaxes,” Strenko shouted over the speakers. “That look you just gave me was all fear. Savor that feeling right before I pull the trigger.”

The titanic black-maned predator pounced against the APC, latching onto the cracked side plates with claws the size of my forearms. It slammed its armored face against the Gorka, tearing at it with savage teeth.

Strenko had forgotten to shut off the loudspeaker, and I was treated to the complete terror playlist from a man who just found out he wasn’t top of the food chain around here.

The savage predator we’d faced the last time Strenko had gone into the woods stood on its hind legs, pressing its front claws into the back of the cracked armored plates and pulling it downward. In a flash of toothy momentum, the animal latched onto the rearmost crab leg, tanking in violent jerks before switching direction and doing the same along a new track. The rear leg tore free, shooting globby, black-flecked blue ichor all over the trees as the monster sat on its haunches and sucked out whatever bio-material was on the inside.

Strenko ordered his people to adjust position and open fire, which drew the predator’s attention. The Gorka managed to get a claw gun online and fire twice before the monster was a blur of motion on the landscape. Thundering across to the back of the APC, the predator leaped again, this time latching onto the front of the craft where a coaxial cockpit could swivel independently from the rest of the living machine.

The monster’s tremendous weight nearly dragged the APC down to the dirt. In a sudden and terrible movement, the beast choked up on its bite and changed direction again, snapping the Gorka’s neck hinges in a terrific crack that echoed through the forest. It bounded again, prancing into the wood line—as much as anything this terrible could prance—then sprinted into the ruined APC.

It toppled the mech, driving it into its flank and breaking all the legs on that side. Relentless, brutal strikes from its claws tore at the bottom of the bio-machine, spraying more of the fluid and turning the entirety of the copse into a brackish bloody mess. It was content to tear off another leg, sucking out the tissue inside until the troop hatch opened.

A squad of ISF sprang from the hatch, shooting their rifles at the beast while a set of twin golens jumped from the craft onto the animal’s back. The shooting kept the monster distracted as the double-trouble of the bio-androids climbed to where its spine would be. Rapid, sewing-needle strikes with knives finally drew blood, with the golens seizing the initiative and using their superior strength to bypass the creature’s armor.

The monster’s twin tails twisted to aim at the assaulters, impaling them in whatever angle they’d adopted, with a tail barb coming through one of the golen’s mouths. It flicked the first away, with the second caught on the spike and not keen to come free. After a savage slap that separated the golen’s head from its body, the animal gnawed on the captured skull until it came loose.

Everything around us stopped. It was all but over, except for the monster chewing through armor to the flesh it found beneath. It didn’t stop until it sucked the marrow from each bio-mechanized leg.

Kuchec called during one particular nasty bit of business where the predator had peeled off the Gorka’s head and was pawing inside for the pilots, who were screaming for anything to help them.

“Are you safe, brother?” she asked. If my comms were good, then maybe Deejee would be able to reset as well.

“For the moment,” I said. “What is that thing?”

“The closest word in your language is lion,” she explained.

“That’s not like any lion I’ve ever seen.”

“We call them eurroku. They are predators that hunt across the world for the largest prey, then they spend years asleep before coming for more. The arrival of these Visitors must have woken their pride.”

“Once it eats the tank, am I safe?” I asked.

“Your Colonel Valden has asked for permission to move through our valley with something that might help you. He has something he thinks might be of use.”

I slowly climbed into Deejee’s cockpit, shutting the plate just before the latch to make as little noise as possible. “My mech is still unpowered.”

Kuchec huffed at my mentioning of the equipment. “There are stories of the comet people trying to capture the nadau and suffering the same. Only, it is the queen that had that ability and not the brood. Next time, you ride on rek saroh. You won’t have the problem.”

“I’d like to see a Faebos horse carry a twenty-mil rifle,” I joked.

I raised the hatch when I heard the creature growl, its low rumble a sign that all wasn’t right with its meal.

Sticking my head from the hatch, I watched as six of the Trimark security mechs I’d seen at the survey camp came strolling out of the woods. At their approach, the eurroku hissed and descended into a feral growl that warned it wasn’t to be messed with or willing to share food.

The heavy thud of a fallen tree dropped my jaw to the base of my helmet. A Trimark heavy combat mech strolled by Deejee, moving steadily toward the lion that was every bit its own size.

“Commander Predaxes,” the Trimark said. “Please close yourself into the Robot Combat Platform and seal all insulated hatches.”

I did as I was instructed but kept the observation panel open to see what was going on. The mechs advanced in a line, their weapons all at the low ready in case they had to deal with the monstrous predator. When they were past the Gorka, a flaring bolt of electricity arced out from the tallest mech, passing to the others like a lightning-woven fence.

The lion monster whimpered, looking from its captured prey to the mechs and then to an avenue of escape through the trees. It hissed until the second snap of mech-generated bolts. At the sound and smell of artificial lightning passing so close, the monster chose the better part of valor and scampered away, finding cover in the deep dark of the Faebos canopy.

“We have the perimeter secure, Commander,” the Trimark said. “You may come out.”

I climbed down from the mech to an approaching manech. “I am not sure if you remember me, Commander, but I am Kabos-Six-Three.” He threw a metal rod into the ground and wound a cable onto a threaded end. “We will be charging your mech for hot starting after the EMP strike. Its surge bleeders should have protected the internals, but we must ask you to step away in case of incidental energy runoff.”

“So, no sparks,” I hinted.

“Yes, sir,” Six-Three said.

I gave plenty of room to the approaching Dragoon the same size as Deejee, finding myself standing in front of the Gorka. It was no surprise to see a semi-broken and ravaged Strenko crawling from the wreckage.

“You’re hard to kill,” I said, glaring at him.

“You won’t be once I’m up. I have two more golens inside. They’re just a bit woozy from the crash. Me and two of them are more than enough to take out you and your little toys.”

At the mention of the golens, a mech standing beside the crashed APC stepped in though a gaping hole in the armor. I didn’t need anyone to draw me a map for what happened when I heard two thunderous shots ring out.

“You were saying?” I asked.

Strenko’s legs were both broken, and it was everything I could do not to throw up at watching his bones snap back into place. One of his fingers had bent backward and slipped into place as I watched.

“Commander, there is a ninety-four percent chance based on previously observed behavior this man will try to kill you again,” a manech who’s designation I’d not yet learned said.

“He’s right,” Strenko said. “And there’s no way you beat me once this gift from the queen knits me back together. Then maybe I rip open your head and drink from your skull as payment for what you did here today.”

I pulled my X-18 and aimed the heavy weapon into the man’s eye. Sure I’d killed men, but I wasn’t a killer. Not like Malik. Not like Hayle. But here and now… this was a real monster. Someone who’d been given gifts from monsters and wanted to be just like them. Strenko believed he was the hero in all of this because the people needed him to be, and there was nothing more dangerous than that.

Movement to my side drew the attention of my sidearm.

“That looks heavy, Commander,” Hayle said from beside me.

“Five Fires, Hayle!” I said, catching my breath. “I almost shot you.”

“But you didn’t,” the former inmate said. “You didn’t. I once knew a guard like you. He was a good man. And because he wouldn’t help supply illicit drugs to inmates, his fellow guardsmen killed him. It was then my duty to avenge his death because they’d taken something precious from all of us. The capacity of a good man’s deeds to spread. Despite what you may think of me, I don’t murder for no good reason. And that man, Officer Woshi, was a good man. I took every opportunity to be within that man’s orbit—not because I thought I could be like him, but because when he was around, I didn’t have to act like me.”

Hayle touched my forearm with two fingers, pressing my pistol against my thigh. Then he patted me on the shoulder.

“He should go back to his people and face justice,” I said.

“We both know about Lenzaab justice. Ours could barely be called that. Could you imagine theirs? What I need is for you to climb in that mech and be the good man who helps people.” He said it with just a hint of politeness poking through the malice behind his eyes.

“And what about you?” I asked.

Hayle squatted beside the groaning colonel, patting the man on the back. He held up Strenko’s arms and made him flop around like a puppeteer does to a marionette. “You just go back and be a good man for those people, Commander. You let Faebos worry about the monsters out here in the jungle.”


CHAPTER 25

MALIK



“Never in all my seasons would I have imagined such a place,” Kuchec said as she walked beside me.

I laughed. “A river splitting endless sand, and a tiny strip of life where palm trees hide giant insect swarms that look to eat our eyeball jelly. Welcome to Faebos East.”

“Bah! Your eyeball jelly is still where you left it,” Kuchec said, pushing my shoulder. When I grunted, she asked, “How is your injury?”

“I made it worse fighting up there,” I said, pointing my nose toward the sky. “When we get done with this, Sigmar-One-Four-One is gonna bring me into surgery.”

“What is, surr-joo-ree,” she asked, pulling back her lips on the last part to show the lengthy fangs she had cresting over her bottom teeth.

“The manech will cut me open and repair the damage inside my arm so I can use it again,” I said waving my arm brace at her like I was flapping a wing.

Below us, a valley twice the length of the Shadaloa basin stretched out before us in a green scar against the landscape, separating two halves of an expansive desert. Glorious verdant palms overhung the river where long-tailed grasses passed back and forth on the wind. The water drifted lazily throughout the basin, probably continuing to cut through until it met the ocean on the other side of the foothills. Across one section of the valley, a drop module from the Ark lay splayed across the river, its primary section in one piece on our side of the bank while the other side was painted in a trail of debris stretching as far as we could see.

On the hill overlooking the valley, I ground my boot into the sand, smiling as it reminded me of times spent at the beach with the dog I’d saved as a kid. Now, I was halfway across the galaxy with my boots in the sand again, only instead of a dog, I had a giant death raptor and my adopted sister who was almost a meter taller than I was.

Life had definitely improved.

Lassara drove up from the valley in his Bantam, coming to a dust-laden stop just ahead of us. He motioned with his head toward the two passengers in the back, a woman and a boy who looked to be the same age I was when I rescued said dog. “We got them.”

“Well, don’t just sit there grinning like an idiot,” I said, gritting my teeth as a sharp pain worked through my shoulder. I pointed to the open ramp on our Fat Bird. “We have a flight to catch.”
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The flood lights surrounding the Nemesis were an improvement over letting the recovery crews work through the crash site by the headlights on their Bantams. Ultra-bright pole lights shone like sunlight in the center of the forest surrounding the crashed ship. The sounds of heavy machinery and walking RCPs patrolling the area were overshadowed by the Fat Bird’s engines as we came in.

Revas—one of Calvo’s Colonial Marines—stepped to a crushed portion of the forest they’d marked as a landing pad. He waved us down with a baton light until we made contact with the ground, at which point, he tucked the baton under his arm. Running to the ramp, he was happy to greet me as I came off first.

“What’s crackin’ little britches?” he asked. “That arm looks worse than the last time I saw you. I’m telling you. That jelly-goo-whatever is no good. You need whiskey!”

“Saints be true to that,” I said, hugging him with my other arm. “How’s the boss?”

“Calvo?” Revas asked. “Sig brought him out of surgery a hot minute ago. He’s stable but still out. Took some flak when one of the vehicles got slagged and the metal caught his uniform on fire. He was pretty messed up, but we still had that medical pod from the Visitors and Kuchec’s girl brought in a bottle of the nadau snot. I don’t really understand it, but if it works, bathe him in it.”

“Good deal. How are we with the Lenzaabs?”

“Your boy is over there,” Revas said, pointing the light wand toward the torn portion of the Temesis.

I motioned for Lassara and our guests to move down the ramp and follow me into the forest. “It’s okay. There’s nothing to be afraid of. Not when we have those.”

I watched as their eyes went wide at the site of a Dragoon RCP walking past us on its perimeter patrol. The canopy was open with Nora hanging her foot from the cockpit. She waved to us until she saw Revas. Not wanting to get a lecture about proper mech protocol, she tucked her foot, closed the canopy, and went about her business in the walking tank.

From across the field, Makenna sprinted toward us and slapped his arms around his family. He hoisted both from their feet and was promptly told off by his wife and son for it.

“Fine. Next time you both can be on the other side of the planet and worry about where I am,” Makenna countered. He took his wife’s hand like it was the most precious thing in the galaxy to him. To me, he said, “Thank you for this. I’m sorry⁠—”

“Nope,” I interrupted. “You don’t get to do that. ‘Thank you’ is where it starts and stops.”

He nodded, dragging his family away to show them the ruined destroyer and the wonders of our ancient technology.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Kuchec watching me. I quickly let the smile fade from my lips.

“Uh-uh-uh. You cannot hide from me, little brother. You play at being a demon, but to many you have helped, you may yet be your Spirits themselves.”

“All right. Let’s not get carried away. I wanted to murder their entire tribe. I was one step away from doing it when Lassara stopped me.”

Her face was horrified when she turned to Las who said, “It’s true. We have a weapon that would have killed them all on the ship and your Spirit-man there wanted to use it.” He slapped me with the back of his hand. “You are a terrible person.”

“I really am,” I admitted. I winked at my adopted sister and pointed to the ship. “C’mon. We have work to do.”

Meandering through the jungle, we passed both Lenzaabs and Colonials working together to pull equipment and people from the wreck. My favorite part was stepping into the ship and watching Kuchec’s reaction. To her Olyrii nose, every bit of their world smelled like a nadau, and it was clearly putting her on edge. The gossamer tendrils at her back flitted and changed from their pale gold to hues of red or deep amber as her emotional state flipped from anger to caution, and back again.

Moving through the passages, the Colonials and guardsmen who’d worked beside her people all waved or said hi, some even reaching for her hand. That particular practice halted us as the person trying to respect their customs brought her hand to their head as a sign of respect. The Lenzaab techs and workers who had yet to see an Olyrii stepped out of the way, pinning themselves against the wall to let the taller alien pass and take in her details before she vanished from sight.

One woman stopped and whispered, “Beautiful.”

This stopped my curious friend in her tracks to take in the measure of the woman. “Your compliment was most kind, daughter. I, too, like the way your aura catches the light. May Faebos be kind to you.”

The woman laughed, covering her smile with her hand in surprise of the alien who could speak her language like a noble. She waved as we continued through the passage to the lift leading off the deck.

“This is most unnatural,” Kuchec said as we rose.

“Beats climbing,” I argued.

Exiting the lift, we were greeted by the more familiar ISF guards ready to escort us to the conference room. A young Lenzaab at the door snapped to attention, then opened the hatch.

The familiar Ambassador Lillan stood from her spot at the head of an oval table with her golens, Nine-Nine and Nine-Four, behind her. I ushered Kuchec through and followed with Lassara in tow.

“Sorry. Sorry I’m late,” Commander Predaxes said, pushing by us from behind. “I was working with the construction crew to remove the Gorka and make sure anyone left behind didn’t get left behind.” He paused when he saw who he’d just shoved past. “Oh, man. Malik, you’ve seen better days.”

“Thanks, Commander. You’re cute too.”

I took a seat at the table before being directed, told, or trounced to do so. I lolled my head back, relishing sitting in a comfortable chair that wasn’t aboard a mech or starship, on top of an animal, or for lack of anything else, a log. I was happy to just linger in the thought for a moment until it hit me: despite the lush cushions, I was still in a starship.

“So, the reason we’re here today?” Commander Predaxes began.

I leaned forward and put my good arm on the table. “I’m not in the mood for games. Lillan, and I only use your first name because supposedly you both are related somehow and it’s just confusing. Which, hey, while we’re airing laundry, if all this four-hundred-years bullshit was, in fact, bullshit. What’s your real name?”

Lillan sighed and took a beat before answering. “I am truly sorry for the actions of my people. While we were preparing for this venture, many things were discussed on how best to earn your trust. Amongst them, adopting the names of those we knew to be present. We believed it would establish a camaraderie—I believe I am saying that word right—and allow for easier negotiations. My true name is Aerani. Lillan Aerani.”

“Well, it’s nice to finally meet the real you,” I said. “And the prime minister? Not related to my mother, I presume?”

Lillan shook her head.

“How’d you get our names?” I asked. “How’d you know who to target?”

“I believe you found our early generation Trimarks?” she asked.

I nodded.

“You’d be amazed at how long those machines can stay active when in hibernation. As soon as you touched foot on Faebos, we were notified.”

“They’re able to contact Centridium Space?” Commander Predaxes asked, hope tinging his words.

“They were,” she corrected.

“Until we killed the queen,” I finished.

Now she nodded.

“All right. Well, from what we understand, your rank as envoy—in absence of the rest of the political cabinet—puts you in charge of your people for the time being.”

I pointed to Predaxes, our version. “He represents the station still out in space and its guardsmen, and they have no desire to be under your rule seeing as how your leaders lied to us and you, and they don’t trust you. My swarthy friend over here, that’s Lassara; he represents the Colonials that came here to aid her people, that being Kuchec, in their survival against the nadau. Which is also a problem your people caused.”

I stood from my spot at the table and crossed the room, excusing myself as I shouldered past the golens to a table with some minor refreshments on it. I poured a cup of water and pulled a pill pack from my pocket. With a sip and a swish, I had more of the pain meds Sigmar-One-Four-One had given me to help me survive the day.

“Kuchec wants assurances you and your cabinet, once they’re found, will not seek aggression toward her people,” I continued. “And me, well, I want very much to just be left alone to enjoy the planet, which I can’t do unless everyone stops fighting. So I want to put this as plainly to everyone as I can before the meds I just took kick in and I can’t feel my tongue.”

Lillan covered her smile, and her golens, who’d spent three days with me on the shuttle, didn’t even try to hide their laughter, which I didn’t even know they could do.

“What’s funny?” I asked.

The envoy straightened her demeanor and said, “Sorry, Mr. Malik. But, so far this is the best meeting I’ve ever been a part of.”

“Glad you approve,” I huffed.

Lassara rose from his own chair and guided me back to mine. “Sit down before you fall over. Wherever you decide to settle, my people can use our equipment to help you repair the modules or move them if you can’t get their propulsion active again.”

“That is very kind of you,” Lillan proclaimed. “We would welcome your help.”

Kuchec rolled out a piece of thick silk with a multitude of symbols and etching scrawled across the length. “This is the Shadaloa valley. I have marked places where your people might find a home among the trees. But be warned. The nadau have been known to be here and here. Your purple skins might be able to communicate with them, but that does not mean they will see you as anything but prey. The only thing that deters them is the blue mineral.”

“As an aside,” I said, raising my good arm for attention. “So far, none of the people in the modules or ours we left for security have seen anything like the nadau in the desert. With your technology, you might be able to make a real home there.”

“And,” Lassara added, “if you decide to settle the river valley there, most of the surviving modules are already on that side of the planet. You could begin rebuilding much sooner from where they are.”

“Thank you,” Lillan said. “I will take this to my people once we have our communications restored.”

Predaxes leaned over to me. “This is going a lot smoother than I thought it would.”

“Sure,” I said, feeling the first of the meds beginning to numb the pain in my shoulder. “But you haven’t put in your piece yet.”

The commander looked at me, unsure of what I was hinting at. When the realization hit him, it was equal parts hope and despair. “Oh. That. Right. Ambassador, many of my people left family behind on the other side of the wormhole. There were even members of my guardsmen who went rogue, willing to take the lives of others if it meant the slimmest hope they’d be able to go back through.”

The room went silent in anticipation of the commander’s next words.

“Do you have a way to open the wormhole?”

Everyone stared intently at the woman who’d initially brokered more than a few promises, only to find out they were hollow.

Lillan leaned onto the table, folding her hands and placing them in front of her. Each movement calculated and measured to give her time to formulate an answer. “I thought this question might come up. I did some research and according to files the prime minister had locked away—which I now have access to—the ability to find what he called the ‘access point’ belonged to the queen you destroyed.”

“Interesting,” Kuchec said. She adopted the same posture as the envoy, her slender limbs and elegantly alien features taking on an air of sophistication. “Your people captured and tamed a nadau queen, only to have it reverse your roles. Aside from its ghoulish needs, you lived beside it, many of you unaware. Are there records for how this was accomplished?”

“I assume so. As acting leader of the Collective, I have access to all the archives, and thereby, all the secrets.”

Kuchec smiled at me as my eyes began to glass from the meds. She patted my hand to wake me up to the conversation and have me push the idea forward rather than her.

“How bad do you wanna go home?” I asked Predaxes.

He scanned the room for confirmation, maybe even permission that there was hope it was possible. “My family is there. I’m no Kildane, but if there’s a chance I could see them again, I want to take it.”

“Okey dokey,” I said pushing myself away from the table. “Sigmar is gonna rip me open in the morning, so I need to get some sleep. Once he puts my shoulder back together, what say we go hunt a nadau queen?”

“Wait,” Predaxes said. “There’s a queen here? I saw that video of what you fought on their ship. We haven’t seen anything like that.”

This time, I leaned in on the commander. “The queen doesn’t leave the hive, sir.”
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I woke on a bed inside the med center on Purgatory Base to the smell of antiseptic and something vaguely resembling Hayle’s sweet and spicy tea.

“No kava?” I asked through a dry throat and sticky eyes.

“Bad for you,” Hayle said, his sandpapery voice proclaiming the truth of the statement. “I heard you went under the knife.”

“Yeah,” I said, taking the cup from him. “I had to fix this shoulder. Jumping into an aircraft, even with the exoskeleton, tore my arm up pretty bad. The frame let me do what I needed to but doing so caused a lot more damage.”

“Have you heard how things occurred toward the end?” Hayle asked.

“I did. Predaxes said you took Strenko. He said he never saw you pull the trigger.”

Hayle took a sip of his tea. “You know I can do better than just putting a bullet in someone. That’s all you.”

I offered my teacup to Hayle and we tapped the paper together in toast. “Something epic, I hope.”

“Sure,” Hayle agreed. “Caught some of your friend Lassara’s broadcast. I figured turnabout was fair play, so I brought him back to the well at the survey camp and fed him to the spider-legs.”

I almost choked on my tea. “How did that go down?”

Hayle laughed. “All those implants had them confused for a minute. Eventually, they stopped playing with their food and just ate.”

I set down the cup, resting back on the pillow. “Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy. So what happens now?”

“With me?” Hayle asked. He finished the rest of his tea and tossed the cup into the waste basket beside my bed.

While down there, he reached below the bed. He came up holding an XD-14 carbine. For a second, I worried he was going to smoke me right there. Then he flipped it around and handed me the grip.

It had been cleaned and lubed. Somehow he’d also found the time to repair the rattle in the charge block for the upper receiver. Lovingly maintained, operated, cleaned, and returned. Army one-oh-one.

“You sure you don’t want to keep it? I can get another,” I offered.

“I’m going to spend some time with the Olyrii. Kuchec gave me permission. But I’m not you and I’d have to stay with the males.”

I laughed at that one, which was a mistake as me jostling a shoulder that had just been repaired was not good for my overall recovery progress. “Yeah. When she first found me, she said I tasted like a goli cat. All plotting and murder. She didn’t trust me not to get into trouble if I wasn’t supervised. If they’re letting you live with the males, I’d say she’s seen what’s behind your eyes and is comfortable letting it into the tribe.”

A few moments of quiet filled the room.

“Thanks for not shooting me that day on Ratimar,” Hayle said.

I nodded. “Thanks for stepping up when we needed you. You did the thing that needed doing, when it had to be done.”

We both laughed at the old army maxim, handed down by NCOs since time immemorial to their soldiers to hand down forever.

When the laughter died down, I said, “You’re welcome. I had a feeling Faebos was gonna be missing some crucial piece of savage and here you are. Pay attention to what they teach you. It’s priceless.”

“Will do,” Hayle said. “Hey, you going to help them hunt the queen?”

“Sure am,” I said feeling my meds begin to get heavy again. “You want in?”

“What makes you think I want in on something like that?” he asked.

I was just about to drift to sleep, alone in a room with a man I’d tried to kill once before and then let live. It was a strange day, but I wasn’t worried because if he really wanted me dead, I wouldn’t have woken up the first time.

I yawned and closed my eyes as I answered, “Because it’s a wild thing.”
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I don’t know how long I was out, but when I awoke, it was to a much better smell.

“Kava?” I croaked.

Opening my eyes was more difficult this time, as I hadn’t really slept off the drugs. As I struggled, I recalled the last time I’d sipped kava in a medical facility. However, when I peeled my lids apart, it wasn’t Garza standing there gazing down at me.

Commander Predaxes stood with a cup outstretched. “Welcome back.”

“There booze in this?” I asked, barely smiling. I took the cup and drew in a long pull, letting the heat revive me as much as the caffeine.

“I don’t think it would be appropriate for my new XO to drink on the job,” he said.

“I’d hardly consider a hospital bed on the—wait. Your what?”

Predaxes pushed my legs aside and took a seat on the bed. “You said it. And you were right. Mr. Malik, there’s not a person on this planet I’d entrust with this position more than you. You’ve proven to have a cool head in the midst of the hottest heat I’ve ever felt—and I don’t just mean that Firebound jungle.”

I laughed and it hurt.

“You’ve got great rapport with the natives, and you’ve shown the ability to walk the line between firm and gracious with our newest guests here. The former prison population respects you, and so do my men. I could use that. Not to mention you give a damn fine speech.”

I pushed myself to a sitting position, grunting through the pain. “Wow, sir. I don’t really know what to say.”

“You can say ‘yes’ for starters.”

“You’re not worried about what Volina might say?”

“It was my idea,” a voice said from the other side of the room. Lieutenant Volina strolled in—looking damn fine if I do say so. She stepped beside us. “How are you doing?”

“I’ve been better,” I admitted. “But the drugs are good.”

“It wasn’t your idea,” Predaxes said offhandedly. “We’ve discussed it at length. While Lieutenant Volina would be a fine choice, we both agree. So, Sam, what do you say?”

A million thoughts went through my head. How had I gone from being a political prisoner on the last stop for reeducation in the known galaxy to being offered the position of executive officer on an alien planet?

When I didn’t answer, Predaxes spoke up again. “This isn’t the old Collective, Mr. Malik. Sure, we will try to return there. There’s no promise the nadau queen will have the answers we’re looking for. I need someone to lead our men on a path that won’t take us down the same road we’ve been before. You understand?”

“I do. Commander Garza left some big shoes to fill,” I said.

“I don’t expect you to fill his shoes. You’ve got your own boots.”

“Do I get my own office?” I asked.

“There won’t be much time for sitting,” Predaxes said. “We have a queen to find.”
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Rogue Stars returns in Reclamation.

[image: ]



It all comes down to this…

The threat of the Visitors might be over, but something new and scary has shown its face on Faebos. A new queen has risen with a desire to reclaim the planet for her people, no matter the cost.

Once again, it’s up to Predaxes and Malik to end this new threat while also keeping at bay the hand of former enemies.

Will a return to Centridium Space be possible, or is it all just a dream to distract them from the nightmare of their reality?

Reclamation is Book Three of Rogue Stars, a boots-on-the-ground Military Sci-Fi series by #1 Audible and Washington Post bestseller Jaime Castle, creator of the Black Badge series. Reclamation combines powerful weapons and mechs, exotic aliens, loyal bots, heroes, and cunning enemies in a thrilling adventure that will force you to lose sleep.


THANK YOU FOR READING DIVINE INTERVENTION!


We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Divine Intervention to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors? Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

Also in the series:

Purgatory

Divine Intervention

Reclamation
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Looking for something else from Jaime Castle?
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In the West, there are worse things to fear than bandits and outlaws. Demons. Monsters. Witches. James Crowley’s sacred duty as a Black Badge is to hunt them down and send them packing, banish them from the mortal realm for good. He didn’t choose this life. No. He didn’t choose life at all. Shot dead in a gunfight many years ago, now he’s stuck in purgatory, serving the whims of the White Throne to avoid falling to hell. Not quite undead, though not alive either, the best he can hope for is to work off his penance and fade away. This time, the White Throne has sent him investigate a strange bank robbery in Lonely Hill. An outlaw with the ability to conjure ice has frozen and shattered open the bank vault and is now on a spree, robbing the region for all it’s worth. In his quest to track down the ice-wielder and suss out which demon is behind granting a mortal such power, Crowley finds himself face-to-face with hellish beasts, shapeshifters, and, worse … temptation. But the truth behind the attacks is worse than he ever imagined … The Witcher meets The Dresden Files in this weird Western series by the Audible number-one bestselling duo behind Dead Acre.




GET COLD AS HELL NOW AND EXPERIENCE WHAT PUBLISHER’S WEEKLY CALLED PERFECT FOR FANS OF JIM BUTCHER AND MIKE CAREY.

Also available on audio, voiced by Red Dead Redemption 2’s Roger Clark (Arthur Morgan)
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For all science fiction books from Aethon Books, visit our website.

Or scan below!
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Follow me on Amazon!

Jaime Castle hails from the great nation of Texas where he lives with his wife and two children. A self-proclaimed comic book nerd and artist, he spends what little free time he can muster with his art tablet.

Jaime is a #1 Audible Bestseller, Audible Originals author (Dead Acre, The Luna Missile Crisis) and co-created and co-authored The Buried Goddess Saga, including the IPPY award-winning Web of Eyes.
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All books below are available on eBook, Print, and Audiobook
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