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CHAPTER 1

PREDAXES



Order, discipline, and honor: a soldier without such qualities is little more than a thug, and I had little use for those. After all, I have a whole prison full of them; why would I need more? That was the question I was here to answer today and something was holding me up.

If there was a rear end to the universe, Prison Station Twelve—or PS-12—resided there. Where the social elite flushed their piss and worse. Well past what anyone in the Nobility would call the Centridium, the prison hovered in such a remote part of the known universe, I—along with everyone else aboard this floating marvel—may as well be dead.

I was on my way back to my office for an important disciplinary meeting—the kind I hated being a part of, but hey, that’s the gig as commander of this prison ship. My tram had just made it to the home stretch and I watched the insides of the Spine whip by, all cables and mag rails.

The lift came to an abrupt stop. The problem was, I was still in the middle of the ride and my office was nowhere in sight. I swore under my breath.

“Hello, ARA?” I said to the ship’s AI. She didn’t respond. “Great.”

I radioed my XO, Lieutenant Commander Martin Garza. “Garz, lost power on Tram 209. Copy?” No response from him either. My head fell back against the cushioned rest.

But I hadn’t lost power. The lights were still on all around me. The hum of the tram lift still filled the shaft. I just wasn’t moving. And ARA, who always responded cheerfully to any interaction, was silent as a sinner at church.

“ARA, manual override safety restraints on Tram 209.”

There was, again, no verbal response. I fought the restraints holding me in place so I wouldn’t carom off into the ship’s kilometers-long Spine and the shoulder harness didn’t budge an inch.

“Fantastic.”

I strained to reach under the seat. These systems were equipped with legitimate manual overrides for just such a circumstance. Not everyone knew about them, but it was my job to know everything.

The tram was on a vertical climb, the artificial gravity forcing my back against the seat. That would make this more difficult, but I engaged my core and leaned forward. The hard, polymer restraints dug into my shoulder, but I could feel the latch against the tip of my finger. Just a little farther. It clicked, and the safety restraint snapped open between my legs.

Now what, genius? I asked myself, pushing the harness up and over my head.

I tried the radio again but didn’t even receive a hiss back. Something was wrong, and there was no telling whether help would be coming or when the lift would go back online. I had only one real choice presented to me.

I eyed the ladder on the interior of the shaft. In my former days as a Lenzaab Marine, I’d have made that three-meter leap without even a second thought. But today, a bit older, hopefully wiser, I leaned over the side of the tram and into a well of darkness so deep I couldn’t see the bottom.

In most circumstances, I’d be worried that the safety field surrounding the tram didn’t stop me. But here and now, I’d thank the Spirits for favor.

I stood on the backrest of my chair, which placed me upright, though the lift wasn’t.

“Okay, Ben,” I said to myself out loud. “You can do this.”

After one last glance around to verify no other options, I fixed my eyes on one specific ladder rung. That would be the handholds. I counted four down to determine where my feet would need to be. After taking a deep breath and wiping my sweaty hands on my pants, I planted a foot and launched myself over the side.

I’d jumped from planes, spacewalked, survived gunshot wounds. But after so long working what amounted to a desk job, this had my heart pumping.

The air around me swirled as I free-fell toward my target. The rungs were shallow, just reliefs set against a solid sheet of steel. With nothing to wrap my fingers around, it would require hand strength and dexterity to keep myself from slipping and subjecting Prison Station Twelve to a change of command.

I slammed hard into the wall, sliding a few inches before my boots found their new home. I stuck the landing. Of course I did. I’d been trained to do far more dangerous tasks, but that didn’t keep me from letting out a relieved sigh.

Looking up, I tried to determine how far my office was. I’d been nearing the end of the tram ride. Ten levels? Twenty? I couldn’t be sure, but I started the ascent, one rung at a time.

Reaching the first landing, I read the small placard at the bottom of the door panel. It confirmed I’d have another sixteen levels before reaching my destination. I also considered just getting out now, pushing the little yellow button next to the placard and watching those doors swish open. I could find a manech to repair the tram, then finish my ride as normal. However, I was already climbing, and who knew how long it might take for one of the androids to be found without my comms working?

Then there was the matter of waiting for the repair. I didn’t have that kind of time. I had a dressing down to attend. Besides, I’d already climbed another five levels while contemplating bailing. Just eleven more to go.

When I reached the level below mine, a crackle in my ear nearly sent me toppling to my death.

“Predaxes…” My name, followed by static and broken words.

“Predaxes, here,” I said. “Anyone read?”

The response was just more garbled comm noise.

I was sweating more than before, and my muscles ached something fierce. Each rung brought with it a shuddering in my bones and a quake in my arms and legs.

Determination and grit. Two more qualities every soldier worth their salt needed.

Arriving at my level, I slapped the button and watched the door iris open. One arm after another, followed by my legs, and I rolled to the safety of the corridor. Behind me, the door spiraled shut again, but I just laid there, catching my breath.

My soaked clothes and stinging eyes were a gentle reminder that the commander still needed to keep up with his daily cardio. Slowly, I got to my feet and dragged them down the hall to my office, and entered. It was a simple affair. A desk and matching chair. A few other odds and ends for furniture, but since I tried to spend as little time here as possible, I didn’t want it to feel too comfortable. My place was in the station with my men, maintaining the prison and keeping everyone safe and secure.

“Welcome, Commander,” ARA said in a cheery tone as I crossed the room.

“ARA, where were you?” I asked.

“I am sorry, sir?”

“I just got stuck in Tram 209 and couldn’t reach you. I climbed my way out.”

“That sounds tiring, sir. My apologies. I show no error in Tram 209.”

I shook my head. “Dispatch manechs to have it returned to working order.”

“Right away, sir.”

I needed a rest. I poured myself a cup of kava and plopped down in my chair. Yet, I’d get no respite. Not today, it seemed.

The slow tick of the door casting off its security locks notified me of someone’s approach behind me. Maintenance was supposed to fix that blasted thing over a month ago. At first, it annoyed me, being on a brand-new station with so many problems right from the jump, but now, it seemed a useful tool. While my officers were primed to at least knock, if not let the ship’s AI announce them, there was no telling when the order would break down or the discipline would erode. Having a check against someone barging in here with something other than a report or a teacup could mean the difference between solving a problem or filling a grave.

Fat chance of a grave. Bodies went out the airlock.

Heavy knuckled gloves knocked against the interior hatch, sounding more hurried and harried than my expected guest. This was something else.

“Come!” I beckoned and they did.

Task Sergeant Kildane vaulted into the room, barely able to vent his helmet before speaking. “Commander Predaxes, sorry to intrude, sir, but we have an issue with the newly transferred prisoners.”

“What kind of issue?” I replied, tired and frustrated that after the last six months together in this floating coffin, the man couldn’t just drop a report in my lap. He needed all the by-your-leave military bearing to go with it. That was well and good when things were running smoothly, but we had a prison to run. I needed these men to know when to let loose to save time and potential lives.

“Sir, we transferred Prisoner Cycle Aldan-Reegah-Four to Habitat Ring Four this morning, and⁠—”

“The problem, TS Kildane,” I growled as I rose and started back toward the door.

“They’re tearing each other apart,” he said. “Sir,” he added.

“Should’ve led with that,” I said as we both rushed down the ramp toward the disturbance. 

“Sir, you’re not wearing armor,” he pointed out.

“You’re my armor, Task Sergeant,” I reminded him.

We passed through the gantry-style decking with our boots thudding with each hurried step. While Kildane was younger than me, he was heaving with each breath, a testament to the man’s pace on the way to fetch me. I appraised his armor as we approached the lift. 

“ARA, I need this lift back online immediately,” I said.

“Commander, my reports show no current issues with Tram 209.”

I pressed the call button and appraised Kildane as we waited. Something had cracked his chest plate and torn free the pauldron that should’ve been protecting his left shoulder.

“Why didn’t the lieutenant call me over the SIN-Link?” I asked.

“The prisoners, sir.” Kildane huffed. “Jumped us in the pod. We had no access to ARA, so the LT sent me, sir.”

“Something is wrong with ARA,” I confirmed. “Just got stuck in the shaft. Had to climb my way out.”

“I used the lift to get here, sir,” Kildane said.

The doors splayed open, and the lift disc was waiting for us. “ARA, bring us to the Spine, then transition for Hab Ring Four, please.”

“Of course, Commander Predaxes.” ARA’s voice was always sweet, no matter the circumstances, which was unnerving when prisoner brawls like this happened.

I hesitated only a moment before stepping in. At least if something happened this time, I had Kildane with me. Whatever was happening in Ring Four, I needed to get there in a hurry.

An inertia shield surrounded us in less than a second, and we were off, rocketing upward through the levels toward the Spine, where we could transfer to the situation at hand.

“While we have a minute, Kildane, I’d like the short version, please,” I said to my fellow rider, currently holding his kneecaps. To his credit, he straightened himself to issue his report, even if his body demanded he pay more attention to the runner’s cramp under his rib. 

“Sir, standard yard cycle for Hab Four, section fourteen. New batch from last month finished their work cycle. They were having their first decompression in the yard, and a pack of roughnecks from that level saw something in the new crew they didn’t like. It was so fast that we couldn’t get there in time, and ARA wouldn’t respond. I even got whacked when I got close.”

“ARA,” I said into the ether, “I need an accounting of the system during the previous time cycle.”

“Apologies, Commander Predaxes, I cannot provide an accounting for that cycle. It seems during that specified time, I inserted an alternate time cycle from a previous day.” She might as well have been telling me the score of the most recent Huckers game. 

There were times on this station that truly surprised me. Having a corporate AI suddenly get a case of schizophrenia would have to be added to the ever-growing list.

“Well, then,” I said, trying to keep my wits about me, “that’s a problem for another time. Plant your feet, Mr. Kildane.”

The heaving sergeant gazed up at the holographic control panel floating within the inertia shield. The final yards of the lift shaft raced by and we came to a stop on the race track.

The lifts on PS-12 were little more than a platform with fancy energy shields to keep us from caroming off and down as we passed through sections void of gravity through the ten-kilometer-long station.

“Spine,” ARA informed us—the central hub for the four rotating habitat rings. “Standby for lateral transition.”

Chairs, like I’d been seated in on my previous ride, rose out of the flooring, folding from the deck plating to position themselves under us as we sat. The lift’s deck plating locked into a tram body waiting below us, which would get us to any arm within the Spine or the Rings themselves. Amazing system—when it worked. Although, during a crisis like this, it felt maddeningly slow.

The tram body rose up to meet a rapidly descending clamshell cover, fully enclosing the vehicle. Unlike my last journey, this one would take us outside the station and across to the habitat. The command console in front of us turned from red to green and we rocketed away from the bottom of the command deck shaft. While the shield was still in place, I felt a slight tug at my gut as speed and momentum made a mockery of our tech.

The walls rattled, floors shook. If I hadn’t ridden this thing a thousand times, I’d be gripping my safety bar.

“ARA, please contact Lieutenant Volina,” I insisted.

“Apologies, Commander. I have no record of a Lieutenant Volina on Prison Station Twelve,” she reported.

“Hey, another mystery,” I said. The AI’s straightforward response left nothing to question. This meant someone had done some serious brain surgery in the system, which became another item on today’s fix list. “Can you contact Lieutenant Commander Garza?” 

“Indeed, Commander. Connecting the call.”

Floating in my field of view, my SIN-Link created a holographic projection of Garza’s face. The man was in his late forties with hair the color of a hay bale specked with early signs of graying.

“Sir, don’t take this the wrong way, but shouldn’t you be in your office ripping Volina a new one?”

Lieutenant Volina was who I’d been expecting when Kildane showed up. My guess was she was waiting at my office for me even now, knowing she was about to get an earful for her actions. But that was for another time.

“I would, if it weren’t for the prison riot currently being conducted on Ring Four,” I said as calmly as I could manage. We had another two minutes to travel before reaching our stop, and the current circumstances were challenging my ability to maintain composure. Perhaps that was an understatement. In truth, I was doing my best not to explode on everyone and everything ignorant of the threat.

“What riot?” Garza shot back. The epitome of military professionalism: my executive officer didn’t wait for commands or orders before he was moving. While running and giving instructions through his own SIN-Link, the slight sway of the hologram had every indication the burly XO was sprinting from whatever he’d been doing and was about to crash the party. “I’m on Two and ARA hasn’t said a single thing about riots!”

“Apparently, she was watching footage from yesterday,” I said. “Can you stand up a manechs unit to meet us down there? On second thought, strike that. Pull some off-duty guards and promise them overtime in return for suiting up. I don’t want anything mechanical down there in the event ARA’s attention issue isn’t a simple flaw in the code.”

“You think it’s some sort of sabotage?” he asked.

“Not ruling anything out at this point.”

“Roger that, sir. Moving!” Garza said as he cut the comms. 

Beside me, Kildane had recovered enough of his breath to spin more info before we got to our stop. “Sir, I tried calling you when I got to the tram. ARA wouldn’t put me through.”

“I think I heard the attempt,” I said.

“Something’s seriously wrong with her,” Kildane offered.

“Don’t jinx me, Mr. Kildane. I don’t want her to stop us mid-ride if she just decides she doesn’t like you.”

Kildane shot me that look that told me the man thought I was serious. Thankfully, the following smirk meant he recovered enough of his wits after the sprint to know that wasn’t the case. To avoid any other misinterpreted expression, the man dumped his head into his helmet and secured it with a hiss.

Ahead, an airlock opened. As soon as the tram passed through the first set of doors, it slammed shut behind us, and a second opened. Then, we were in the black. Everything got quiet and still. The rumble of the rails beneath us stopped, and thrusters engaged on our rear side. Gentle puffs of air steered our course toward the far end of Ring Four.

I glanced out at the swirling mass of impossibly dark space in the distance. That wormhole was all that connected us to the Centridium. Out here on the edges of the universe, we had nothing and no one on this side of the whirlpool.

“Approaching Ring Four,” ARA said, pulling my gaze back toward the station.

Another airlock blew open, and we slid in, perfectly locking into place. Sector lights passed over us as we catapulted through the magnetic rail system connecting us to our destination. The reflective quality of Kildane’s armor flashed me in the face with each passing bulb, giving me a hard time reading the layout for Hab Four’s yard. While I didn’t think we had many mechanical options in taking the yard back, it was something to consider if we couldn’t count on ARA’s help here.

The tram stopped abruptly—but not like last time. This was no error. We’d arrived, but I’d been studying sector layouts in my SIN-Link. I rubbed my eye to refocus it from the contact lens that let me work off the board. I reached under the seat and tapped the restraint override. Call me paranoid, but I just wasn’t taking any chances. It folded up and over us and into the backs of our seats. Then the door on my side vented open.

Even on a normal day, the sound out here before entering the Hab was tremendous in its volume and ear-crushing quality. So much so, all the guards frequently chose to keep their helmets on and sealed for their ability to dampen the noise. Gear rotations and the gnashing of huge swaths of metal passing over other swaths of metal thrummed like the heartbeat of some great beast we’d just been swallowed by.

Before completely separating myself from the tram, I held up a pen from the sleeve of my jacket. When I let it dip, and I was confident we had gravity, I gave the nod to my companion and stepped out. 

A few quick steps and a thick metal door slashed into the bulkhead to let us enter. The passage led into the observation deck and was lined on both sides with open charge stations for manechs. That bothered me more than I was letting on with Task Sergeant Kildane hovering right next to my shoulder. If ARA had been subverted and my men couldn’t communicate with one another, having combat-level androids out of their docks and roaming the area could spell real trouble for the rest of us.

“ARA, I need a location for all androids for this level, please,” I asked.

At this point, with me being on a deck where things were going screwy, on a station full of prisoners who hated my guts, plus the possibility of out-of-control killer robots, I might’ve needed a moment to think over my poor life choices. Let’s not forget that Kildane also warned me about not being in armor.

“ARA, location on those manechs?” I asked again.

“This was the same problem I had, sir.” Kildane said.

I ran for the observation and control deck, hoping to find some answers. The door irised open to a scene of legitimate chaos, which stopped to take a short breath when I stepped from the hall. My officers were huddled around the window, unable to take any action on the scene below. Several technicians screaming at each other remembered that, at some point in their career, military bearing one-point-oh had been installed, and they all shut their traps at my hovering.

“You had so much to say before I came in. Why stop now?” I challenged.

The lady who should’ve been standing on the carpet receiving a thorough verbal beating for her actions yesterday removed the snarl that was steadily creeping across her face. Lieutenant Volina walked to me with a confidence of a war-weary soldier even though the only fights she’d ever been in were on this station. “Sir, we tried to link you several times and couldn’t get through.”

She was half a foot shorter than me. However, at my six and a half, most people were. That was saying something for Volina. She was a fine-looking woman and a fine officer, but right now, she had answers to give.

“You shouldn’t be here,” I told her.

“I am where I was needed, sir,” she said. “I tried to radio but⁠—”

“I know all about it, Lieutenant,” I said. “What I don’t know is what’s going on.”

I stepped past her to press my own scowl against the observation window. Beyond the impact-resistant glass was a world much different from the stark blacks and grays common to the rest of the station. Below was a lush field of grassland with rolling hills to break up the flat spots. Our position above the Hab obliterated the false horizon, but it was nonetheless visible. It just looked like viewing a breathtaking picture on a monitor from the wrong angle. Three groups of prisoners spread over half a kilometer, the first being smart enough not to be involved in the fight. Some two hundred or so prisoners knelt on the grass with hands over their heads. They positioned themselves as close to the observation deck as possible, so we’d know they hadn’t been a problem.

The other two batches were neck-deep in pummeling each other. Roughly fifty or so inmates were engaged in some pretty brutal hand-to-hand combat happening over the corpses of those they’d already dropped. Without waiting for my officers, I whistled and let the gawking flock of birds roosting to watch the show take that for what it was: a call to action.

Volina and Kildane, for their parts, didn’t hesitate to follow, slamming their boots on the rigged decking next to mine. We cut away, hustling ourselves to the lift nearest the Hab entrance. I slammed my hand on the control, only to be annoyed at another obstacle.

ARA’s cheerful voice interrupted our action. “Apologies, Commander Predaxes, multiple android constructs are waiting at the bottom of the lift. I cannot approve this lift for use at this time.”

I pushed through my guardsmen to reverse course back to the observatory. At least now I knew where this level’s manechs had ended up. Someone had loaded them onto a tram lift and shut them down at the bottom. Even if we raised the lift, there wouldn’t be space enough for us to ride the blasted thing when full of bots. 

I slowed my pace just ahead of the control center, trying to bring my breathing under control before my next batch of poor life choices.

“Kildane,” I said, staring through the window at the yard once more. “I assume your armor has the emergency rappel line in working order?”

“Yes, sir?” he answered like it was a question.

“Good,” I confirmed as I rounded the corner. “Make a hole!”

My officers practically sprinted from the area my rapidly climbing pistol claimed as a bad part of town for the next few seconds. I sent a heavy round barking out of the barrel and it punched into the glass, spiderweb cracking the surface and sending my staff ducking for cover. Saddling my support hand into my grip, I placed round after round until the defense screen shattered into the field below. With my weapon on safe and descending back home to the holster, my support hand became a drag hand as I took hold of a stool to clear out the jagged shards.

“Volina!” I shouted. “Through the hole. Kildane, buddy carry me out.”

The lieutenant nearly dove through the window after securing her rescue line to the command console. Kildane took an approach more common to repelling as he waited for me to join him. It was times like this when I lamented giving up that stretching routine my wife had given me in favor of straight runs at the gym. Maneuvering through the sharp ends and jagged teeth of the fractured window wasn’t as graceful as my counterparts since they wore armor and—that’s right, I didn’t.

With my arms around him in a seatbelt grip, Kildane pushed us away from the lip of the window and let the rapid descender in the rescue line bear our weight to the ground. We landed by Volina, who had her pistol already out, practically daring anyone to do something about it.

“Volina,” I said. She turned. “You’ve already got one problem on your hands. Do what you must, but do it by the book.”

She fought a snarl, but nodded and said, “Yes, sir.”

By the walls of Big Gray—what the prisoners called the termination points in the Hab ring where the company hadn’t bothered to color scheme the walls—the handful of prisoners kept themselves clear of the fight. The inmates were supposed to have access to nature here. It was a luxury most of them didn’t deserve, but no one said they had to be satisfied with their prison. Only a handful of them in their orange jumpsuits lingered around this part of Big Gray, and they gave us a wide berth when we dropped in.

A voice burst through on my comms. “Commander! It’s Garza. I’m approaching the Hab from the opposite side of OP-Six. I have twelve guards and a squad of manechs with me. Anyone read?”

“I can now, Garz. Do not let the manechs into the Hab. Repeat, no manechs in the Hab. There’s a localized comms disruption in OP-Six. It also affected the mechs on this side. Breach from OP-Thirteen, and we’ll vise them in to break it up.”

“Sir, my guy at Ring Two has ARA purging that code!” Garza shouted. “We’re good on this side of the Hab and should have your manechs up and running in a hot minute!”

As we took to a run, I could see the Big Gray on the opposite side of the Hab coughing out a collection of guardsmen along with the glowing red dots marking the manechs’ heads. Both sides raced for the fight with the androids outpacing us all. The artificial security guards slammed into the calamity like a loose bullek ramming an unaware crowd of brawlers. Bodies actually tumbled into the air and separated the roiling mass into two halves. The prisoners fought against them for a moment, hoping they could team up to take one here or there, but the machines quickly deployed emitters and put the mob down.

The pain-inducing scalders flashed an invisible stream of energy that activated pain receptors in the human body. The effect was not unlike an ancient Taser where the muscles locked in place from involuntary convulsion. Rather than leaving a victim of a scalder beam locked in place, the target could move in any direction to flee the source of the pain. In this case, the androids had emitters installed throughout its body, so it could direct the wave in one or all directions according to how its handlers wanted things to go.

Volina rushed forward, conducting herself as I’d asked—by the book. She worked together with the manechs to end the threat and control the situation without ending any lives or making more work for our med-bays.

She looked over at me, and I was just about to offer a nod of approval when a fist connected with my helmet hard enough to jumble my HUD for a second. I turned to see an inmate rearing back for a second punch when he suddenly went rigid and collapsed in front of me. Behind him stood a manech, scalder raised.

“Thank you,” I said. “What is your designation?”

“Sigmar-One-Four-One,” the bot said, then turned to reengage the fight.

When the mob had broken up, and those playing dead got a taste of the scalder, we were left with seven actual corpses instead of the much higher number I’d expected we’d have. Scores of men and women lay injured, either bleeding or battered, with many of them now taking stock of any damage they’d suffered during the skirmish.

I walked through the squad of artificial sentinels, and Garza met me in the middle.

“We need to do more cardio,” I joked.

“Speak for yourself, sir. I owned this,” Garza said with a pat on my shoulder.

The Big Gray under OP-Six opened, disgorging another full squad of manechs to help us keep order and prevent us from being killed. When they arrived, I tapped the code in my SIN-Link to broadcast through the androids’ external speakers so everyone could hear me. 

Most guys in my position would let someone else take the lead on this, sit back in their office, file some papers. But, truth is, things out here in no-man’s-land get tedious and I like to keep my hands busy.

My voice rang out from all present bots. “Prisoners of Ring Four, many of you know how this can go. I would rather work this quickly so we can continue to be annoyed with each other in a more civilized manner. But if you force me to dig, I’ll lock the entire Ring down and question every single one of you, one by one.”

Muted grumbles came from the crowd. I wasn’t really worried about what was being said as the manechs recorded everything. I could go over the transcripts at my leisure to get a wealth of information from them. The machines were lifesavers in events like this but were as much a curse, as anything I did out of regs from our mandate would get reported back to the company and to those appointed over me. That was a doctor’s visit to my back end that I avoided at all costs.

“Fine,” I said after thirty seconds. “Garz, lock down Ring Four and secure it for containment ops for the next forty-eight hours.”

Multiple shouts came from the distanced crowd. Everything from repeats of the declared number of hours to insults about my manhood and parentage were shouted over each other in an attempt to goad me into something stupid. Before I could walk away and let my guards do their work, a sea of prisoners and androids parted to allow a single prisoner through.

He was tall and fit, like most of the inmates. His head and face were clean-shaven. Scars crisscrossed over his weathered skin, which was also typical of those assigned to Twelve.

“Sorry for the tuss up, Warden,” he said. “Had to be done, and I’m willing to pay the price as long as you let my boys and girls continue to play in the sandbox.”

During my time with the Marines, I knew plenty of guys like this. Strong and determined with an iron will that let them handle anything. This guy could do forty-eight hours standing on his head. That’s if we didn’t pile on more to his sentence for what happened here. I motioned him over and brought Volina with me in case this guy had any fight left in him. Also, pulling prisoners away from their pals and our androids had a tendency to make them all chatty.

“It’s Commander,” I corrected, “not Warden, Roster Number 411854. And you know what? I had this whole day planned. I had one meeting.” I glanced over to Volina, the subject of said meeting. “After that, I was gonna get myself a much-needed back rub from an android, catch a light nap in the afternoon, and maybe settle in for a movie after hours. But then I go and get interrupted by a riot. Care to clue me into why I had to break a window and get a leg cramp running over here to break this up?”

The man stood at rigid attention, as was fitting for someone from his former profession. Even here in this gilded cage on the back end of the universe, he was proud of who he was and the discipline it required.

“Marine versus army thing, sir,” he said calmly. “You know how it goes. They make fun of us grunting, and we tell them we can still see the milk on their chins from mama’s nipple. We have to stand firm in here, sir. It’s the only thing we got left.”

Volina stepped forward, and I could hear the power flooding into the armor’s skeleton that would allow the much smaller woman to trounce this guy. She was prepared to beat him down until I put my hand out, stopping her from leveling this beast.

“Understood,” I said. “I’m going to the SHU until I can get to the bottom of this, Marine. I’ll send someone to question you later. If you’re forthcoming, we’ll resolve everything quickly, and we can all go back to having a terrible day. You sure there’s nothing else you want to get off your chest before we call it closed?”

“No sir,” he said, his eyes as rigid as the rest of him.

Curse it to the Five Fires, but I loved being around Marines. Even these.

“Well then, Volina, have medical check him out and then get him into the SHU.”

“Straight away, Commander,” she barked, taking him roughly around the arm.

“I’ll see you after, understood?” I asked her.

“Understood, sir.”

She took RN 411854 by the arm and escorted him away.

Garza stepped over to wait with me while the manechs dispersed the crowd. “You good?” he asked. I knew he had a memory of a different time and a different station in mind when he asked the question, but I played it cool as if we both hadn’t faced a hell far worse than this one.

“Why would you be worried about me? All I did was jump out a window,” I countered.

Truth was, I wasn’t good at all. Something or someone had hacked my station AI and turned it into a drooling idiot. There was also the bit about Volina—an officer with which I’d already had trouble—sending an NCO to retrieve me rather than linking up with other Observation Points and working the problem herself. There were a hundred other ways this could’ve gone down where I could’ve enjoyed that fabricated back rub in peace.

“What was going on in Ring Two?” I asked.

Garza rubbed his salt-and-pepper hair as he removed his helmet. “We had a bad motivator in the growing unit near OP-Three. Grass kept turning brown. It was a nice change but had to be fixed. You were supposed to be smacking around Volina right now. Pretty convenient this happened right as she was supposed to get read the riot act.”

I leaned down to inspect one of the dead bodies before medical could get there. Something wasn’t right about this. Now that I had access to ARA again, a scan of the man’s roster number brought up some interesting facts. He’d only arrived last month from Centridium space as part of a prisoner batch in the Lenzaaban’s latest purge. He and the others killed weren’t Marines like Mr. Hero back there. They were political dissidents, scholars, and disaffected. So why would a former Marine go after them?

I tapped my knuckles on the XO’s chest plate. “Garz, work with ARA and Volina to find out how we got hacked. I want to know who dug into our system and how by COB today.”

“Will do. But, Ben, can you promise me next time you go putting on an action show, you’ll at least do it in armor?

That guy made it hard to keep my smile to myself. Some days, Garza was the only one here keeping me sane.

“Will do.”


CHAPTER 2

PREDAXES



Coming up as an officer in the Lenzaaban Marines, I’d been fortunate enough to have my share of fantastic mentors who’d helped guide my career. Two parts authoritarian, one part friend was usually the good mix to have when dealing with a junior in need of molding. They should be nurtured without promoting a buddy-buddy atmosphere where the lines between commander and commanded blurred.

Can’t say I’ve always maintained that type of rapport with my own underlings.

The door to my office flashed open to Lieutenant Volina. No knock or announcement, I might add. Standing ramrod straight with her helmet in her hand, she stepped into the center of the room as a practiced exercise of reporting to a superior. Her movements were in lockstep with what the academy turned out these days, even though she herself hadn’t come from that particular officer factory.

“Lieutenant Volina reporting, Commander.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” I said, standing at her approach as it had been taught to me. It felt like only yesterday I was in her position, though not for nearly killing an inmate as she currently was. “I’ve asked Lieutenant Commander Garza to be here on your behalf.”

“I welcome his insight, sir,” she said. There was nothing to her countenance, unlike only a few hours before when she was all snarl and fury. She sculpted herself as a statue—hard lines and rough edges. All the better to weather the storm she felt I was about to rain down upon her.

“Lieutenant, I asked you here to discuss the incident involving RN 331189. I can appreciate a hands-on approach. I can also understand a desire to mentor those junior to you in the way they keep this facility safe and secure for everyone. What I can’t understand is brutalizing those we’ve been sent here to reeducate, even when they act out of line.”

I tried to keep my voice and face expressionless as I pressed my finger to my smart desk and started up a video feed.

We watched as Lieutenant Volina, fully geared up, took a food tray to her helmet. It was an act of rebellion on the part of the inmate, but it hadn’t done her any true damage. She could’ve ended the threat with a scalder blast and had the guy thrown into SHU.

Instead, she stepped forward, driving her strength-enhanced knee into his gut. Then, an armored elbow to the back sent him sprawling to the ground.

“Up until this point,” I said, pausing the video, “I could’ve forgiven the action as a means to end the threat—albeit, one that could’ve been avoided. But this…”

I pressed the play button and we watched as Volina scooped the man up from the ground, lifting him over her head, and proceeded to drive him through a table with the bulk of her armor coming down on top of him. The prisoner didn’t move after that. Not even a twitch.

“Volina, that inmate is going to be in the infirmary for weeks after that slam,” Garza offered. “You and the guardsmen had the right to self-defense when things got out of hand. Now, there’re levels of escalation we have to be mindful of here. Company regs and all. That suit is a privilege. We just can’t be going total war on an inmate in a jumpsuit when you’re wearing an armored exoskeleton.”

As I’ve said, I’d been on Volina’s side of the carpet when Garza had counseled me on different courses of action that I’d ignored. The man could sound like the wise and friendly uncle, all the while handing you the facts of the case wrapped in a treat box. It was like being presented with a piece of steaming excrement and being told it was chocolate.

“Yes, sir,” Volina said.

I wasn’t sure whether her tightly wrapped hair bun aided in keeping her face or if she was just that good, but she held that posture like it was written into her DNA. When I was in her place, I’d been the one to argue and criticize rather than just take my licks and be the better officer for it. Thankfully, with Garza here, I could play the role of benevolent dictator rather than be the torturer I was charged to be.

“You need to be the benchmark for those men, Lieutenant,” I said. “You are the standard by which they measure themselves. The NCOs mimic that standard, and it trickles down to the men. You cannot be the one who slams the hammer. You are the anvil, so the hammer forges instead of breaks. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir,” she agreed. She even added a slight head nod to sell it. 

I had to give it to her. She played the part of the attentive student well. I deposited my backside into my chair to relieve the pain stemming from twisting onto Kildane’s rappel line.

“Good to hear it, Lieutenant,” I said, steepling my fingers. “Thank you.”

Four or five different emotions fought for center stage on her face until confusion won out. The sound of her gulping was almost palpable in the room. Even Garza fought to contain himself enough to shield his smile from her. Not his smoothest moment.

“My punishment, sir?” she asked finally, not doing as fine a job at hiding her embarrassment this time.

“You had to live with this moment coming and probably second-guessed every command decision you made. That couldn’t have been easy for someone like you. But out there in Ring Four, you carried yourself like a pro. Your penance? Your penance was to break through that haze and conduct yourself like a true Lenzaaban officer. You observed, assessed, and executed. It might not’ve been the right choice or the best, but you took command and worked a plan. You probably saved a lot of lives in that, Lieutenant.”

Not to be outdone, Garza picked up the hatchet I’d just dropped and cut the final cord. “So why don’t you observe that you got off lightly, assess not to do it again, and execute your way out of the office, Lieutenant?”

It took every fiber of my being not to laugh at that one. 

Volina saluted, conducted a proper about-face, and devoured the several paces it took to escape the two senior-most officers on the station. The door snapped closed after she left, leaving us both to lose our composure which ended with us both teary-eyed.

“Execute your way out,” I said, mimicking Garza’s tone.

My gut hurt from laughter as we wound down from the event. Eventually, I crossed the office to the cabinet on the far side, stroking the side of the picture frame beneath the wooden doors, bringing to life the picture of my wife and kids playing in our backyard. It played for ten seconds and faded to black once more. I could play it on loop, see that image constantly, but that wouldn’t end well. I couldn’t afford distractions here. I couldn’t allow myself to become homesick and useless. A quick flip of the cabinet and I had a glass for each of us on the desk, filled with Silbarren whiskey to complete the affair. 

“Now that we buried that one, what’s next?” Garza asked.

We clinked glasses, and I took a sip of the coppery liquid, relishing the hints of smoke and cinnamon as it washed down my throat. “I believe you were supposed to have something for me?”

“Oh. It seems we have an artiste among us,” Garza said, settling the glass beside him. He removed his SIN plate from his pocket and set it next to the glass. My smart desk linked with the device, pulling up the file he’d cued for the conversation. “We have three potential candidates who could’ve pulled off a system intrusion like that if they’d had the access and the tools.”

“Which they would’ve had to get from us,” I guessed.

On my desk, the image of two women and a man appeared on the touchscreen surface. While two of them—the man, one woman—were convicted of high-level info-crime leading to their assignment here, the last one caught my eye. I tapped the file, and it jumped from the table into my contact lens.

“She was army,” I said, reading the digital card splayed across my vision. “Assigned to the special warfare branch.”

“That she was,” Garza agreed. “Left the army after the regional government transitioned to Lenzaaban control. Then she bounced around to several jobs, all as a cover while she worked for rebels.” He made sure to emphasize the last word, so it stuck.

“Rebels. That still a thing?” I asked, flicking through the file. Before the ascension of the Lenzaaban government, Tali Yaltera had been a rising military star sure to outshine her peers. “All that potential, wasting away in our little paradise.”

Garza finished the last of his drink and hopped from the corner of my desk. He placed the glass down. “Thanks for the drink. Sorry to berate and run, but I have to go over the new intake protocols from the incoming batch.”

“New protocols?” I asked as I matched my empty glass to his. “What are you switching up?”

“We have some real hitters coming in, and I need to be sure boys like Calvo—that Marine you holed this morning—don’t get anywhere near them,” Garza said, reaching across me and tapping my desk screen again. 

“Who’s that?” I asked, indicating the one male in the trio.

His face in the holo was scruffy but ordinary. I suppose some might call him ruggedly handsome, but not me. He looked like he could be anyone’s brother, father, or friend.

“That is Samea Malik.”

I shot forward in my seat as if drawn into the gravity of my friend’s comment. “As in Minister of Justice Malik’s son?”

Garza pointed his finger at me like a warning. “One and the same. Left the army around the same time as our hacker and went underground. He surfaces a few years later and starts blowing up military targets for the rebellion. The Lenzaaban government just caught him and they’ve been moving him from black site to black site. Graced four prison stations in as many months. This guy is radioactive, and no one wants to hold onto him for long.”

“Why so many?” I wondered, referring to his many assignments. That’s when I saw the charges and only the charges. “Wait a second. He’s never had a trial.”

“That’s not what we have to worry about,” Garza said. “He has his own crew and they’re looking for him. They’ve found and hit every site he’s been held in, trying to get him back.”
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The double doors opened in sequence, the first retreating into the ceiling and floor while the second set recessed into the bulkheads. With his hands pried into the seams between the wall slats, Nicolae Sebastian Calvo, former Marine and prisoner of Station Twelve finished the last pull-up in what seemed to be a grueling workout. This guy had muscles in places that were illegal on at least six planets. Calling him a brute would’ve been putting it mildly.

“Roster Number 411854. I wonder if you have a minute in your busy schedule for a chat?” I asked casually.

Sweat dripped down his face as he turned to me, and he wore it like the most refreshing rain that had ever struck his skull. Marines like him weren’t trained to see a place like this as the Five Fires; it was home until the next one.

“Sorry I didn’t have time to clean the place up, Commander, but I was trying to get a workout in before my busy day ahead. Had I known you were coming, I would’ve put on a whole to-do.”

The segregation unit was meant to be a sort of a time-out. Each pod contained three blank walls and a double-lined blast door as the only exit. No windows. No accouterments. A single metal slab sat hard-built against one wall—the bed, table, chair, and whatever else the inmate saw fit to make it. A metal tube rose up from the corner—you can use your imagination as to its function. And a recessed sink could be produced upon request.

I was going to have to do something about the grooves in the wall. They were carved as a way to provide focus, giving the mind hope for something, to keep it occupied during their punishment. Counting the slats—or the time it took to count them—eventually failed to satisfy, leading them to us for any approved book, of which there were few. Volumes on the Lenzaaban government and lessons on one day rejoining society topped the charts and were recommended before anything else.

“I like what you’ve done with the place,” I said as I stepped away from Lieutenant Volina and the twin bruisers she brought with her. “I won’t keep you too long, RN 411854. I just wanted to ask if you still thought of yourself as a Marine?”

And there it was: a slight twitch in the corner of his eye. Drill instructors in boot pounded that into you as if they were hammering out impurities on some weapon they’d just taken from the fire. If you walked from boot and code school, you were a Colonial Marine, tough as starship deck bolts and willing to drive through the Five Fires with as much force. You don’t just lose that kind of pride overnight—especially for a true believer like Calvo.

To his credit, he flinched, but he didn’t wave off. “Roster Number 411854 is here to serve his time and return to the Lenzaaban Collective as a fully realized citizen ready to do his part for the community, sir.”

“Is that so?” I asked. I didn’t take it personally when he spit after finishing his little speech. It was his cell. If he wanted it covered in sweat and saliva, he still had another thirty-six hours in here to enjoy his mess. Might make push-ups interesting. “So if a fellow Marine threw tags, you’d just stand there?”

He might as well have worn a mask on his sweat-soaked face. I knew the type: the always cooperative prisoner doing his best to say all the right things and check all the right boxes; serve his time in the SHU and get back to the gen-pop. But there was that one thing. A Marine thing, and the guy just couldn’t let it go. While remaining at a very professional parade rest, he chin-checked my personal fire team with me as if accusing them of something.

“You saying some of those smooth palms are Marines?” he asked.

I removed and then folded my jacket, placing it on the ground in the corner of his cell. Respect the uniform and earn respect for the man. It was an old saying one of my gunnery sergeants used to trot out during inspections. He was talking more about armor than he was an actual dress uniform, but I thought it was appropriate here to put me in the moment. I could feel the bruiser behind me appraising my actions as he held his own position. But when I looked up, I knew I had Calvo by the short hairs.

My arms were tattooed in some of the finest ink this side of the Centridium. From my neckline to my wrists, I was a tapestry of where I’d been and who I’d served with. There was no mistaking the lineage on some of that ink, and I could see the recognition on his face as he read my arms like a personnel file.

“Fires, sir,” Calvo said. “Did someone kidnap you to use as a canvas?”

It wasn’t there, the spite he was hoping to lay at my feet. That question was just as much a callout to imply I wasn’t a real Marine. Not like him, at least. Instead, I was some shiny—a guy with glistening rank on his collar who showed up at a needle shop with a bunch of his men outside of some Colonial dive bar and asked for the full Marine package. But the way he said it, it didn’t convince me he was ignoring the connection I was hoping for. I just needed him to believe he was still a Marine for a few more minutes.

So, I reached under my shirt and threw my ID tags at his feet.

The thin, rubberized coating on the outside of the neck wire held a pair of rubber-edged tags with embossed metal on both sides. They bounded several times before coming to rest near his bare feet, seeing that footwear wasn’t allowed in the SHU. 

“May I?” he asked. He took my motion as permission, and he recovered the tags. “Lieutenant First Grade Predaxes. GCR Marine Corps. What unit were you in?”

If I hadn’t already known I had him, now I did. He was the dutiful believer, doubting the infidel claiming he too believed. He was going to protect his precious Marine Corps from me, even in here, even if it cost him every remaining inch he had to lose.

“Not important,” I told him. “You going to tag in or tag out?”

He shook his head as an admission. “I don’t have a set of tags, sir. Prison orange and that undershirt are all I have.”

“You can borrow one of mine, Marine,” I told him. 

He looked me up and down, incredulity plastered on his face like freshly powdered cheeks. Like the faithful testing the penitent, he held up my tags to Volina and her deck wreckers.

“So in case any of your smoothies don’t know,” he said softly, “when a brother Marine tosses his tags to you like this, he’s got something on his mind he wants to settle. If both throw in, the next in rank holds the tags while they… work stuff out. Before I throw a tag, I need to know this isn’t some game. That I’m not going to get shot for insubordination.”

Volina’s voice was pure venom when she answered him through a heavily processed digital speaker. “My orders are to keep you on that side of the doors. Whatever happens on your side is none of my business.”

Without a second of hesitation, Calvo tossed the tags to her. She caught them in such a way that the chain wound around her wrist until the metal slapped against her forearm. She made sure to keep the hip with her weapon visible, her other hand resting on the grip.

That catch and display were two promises in one. I’ll keep the faith until you break it. At which point I will shoot you very dead.

It seemed simple enough for the man to understand.

With the same lack of hesitation, I rocketed into his abdomen, plowing him into the bare wall hard enough to crack the ribs of a normal man. Unfortunately for me, I wasn’t fighting one of those. He drove his fist into my shoulder, and I swore he hit me hard enough to break one of my toes. With a deft turn of his arm and a slight touch at the other side of my face, I felt his muscles shift, informing me the next hit is going to be an elbow shot. One of those to the chest or against my arms I could take. If he planted it in the side of my head or right onto my ear, I was done. 

I bobbed out from his grip and slipped the elbow to put me off to his flank just in time to eat a thrust kick to my stomach.

In the Colonial Corps, fighting hand-to-hand isn’t something that happens to a Marine by accident. We train it for PT. We train it for life. Did I become deficient in my training when I transitioned to the Lenzaaban Navy? I most certainly did. But I had just enough of what I’d been taught to keep from getting totally destroyed.

Or so I thought until that kick blasted me into another star system.

When hit in the stomach, the action becomes a trigger, like a finger flipping on the light. The fight instructors always taught us to execute a hard exhale to keep the wind where it belonged.

I slammed into the metal slab serving as Calvo’s bed which took me into a sitting position as he charged me. The furious blows of a jab-cross combo devoured the space between us, and I counterpunched to throw him off balance. I rolled off the bed, and just as another kick was about to transform me into a stunning piece of art deco on the wall, I changed direction and dropped low. 

I raked a fast elbow strike across the top of his thigh. The biting insect that was my puny little elbow lanced into his flesh, driving a deep tissue bruise all the way to the bone. As was becoming the norm, I pondered my poor life choices when my opponent recovered quickly enough to sail his shin into my ribs.

I wasn’t sure if anything broke, but I knew he’d pretty much just vented the power out of my fuel cell. Dropping to all fours, I pressed my palms into the slate flooring a hair’s breadth away from where my congenial adversary had dropped a bucket of spit. My guess was that his next trick involved me being used as the mop in this scenario.

Instead, he hobbled over to Volina and asked for the tags in her hand. He knelt by me, huffing nearly as much as I was after the exchange. I held no illusions as to my prowess. We came in here to him, winded after an extended workout. But it still felt like a small victory for me, his heavy breathing after me acting like a fly biting a bullek. He let the tags dangle between us, taking the time to catch his own breath.

“Won’t need more time beating on you, sir. Besides, that elbow to my leg is throbbing.” He rubbed at it with his other hand—probably just to play nice, act like he hadn’t just handed my hide to me on a platter. “Nice shot. Here are your tags. Thanks for the loan.”

“I think you dislocated my spine,” I wheezed.

Calvo laughed and helped me back to my feet. At least, I thought they were mine since I couldn’t feel them. After a few more wincing breaths, I managed to straighten up enough to see him working something out behind his eyes. While he spun the cogs to decide what—if anything—my little stunt had earned me, I twisted in slight motions around the waist to see the same. There was at least a bruised—if not broken—rib under there somewhere, and my shoulder throbbed in rhythm with my strained heart. It was going to be a long day.

“What do you want to know?” he asked.

“Hacker,” I coughed.

“Don’t know anything about that, sir,” he admitted. “All I can tell you is some yokel from Four-Thirteen caught me in the chow line the other day. Said next cycle on the big yard, we’d be getting new blood from the homeworlds. The ones that got my whole unit thrown in here would be a part of that crowd.”

“I was under the impression your unit had defected to the rebels back when that was a thing,” I hinted.

“Oh yeah, but the Lenzaabs didn’t know that. A lot of Marines wanted out after your little government took the Colonies. But we stayed in to feed intel to the rebellion. Do what we could from the inside.” He leaned in a little closer. “Hey, you seem like a straight shooter, sir. Is that why you stayed in uniform after the takeover?”

“More important than that, Marine: how did you know they were the ones to pin you in here?” I countered.

Calvo’s sympathetic look turned sour like one does when thinking about a person that used to be family. “They were all part of the logistics cell assigned to us for missions. They were all at the trial.”

“Oh,” was all I stammered out. I was getting a bad feeling rising from my gut, and it wasn’t the potentially broken rib telling me something was off. 

Calvo prodded. “Same question, sir. Why did you stay?” 

“They had a posting here as the CO,” I acquiesced. “Government protection for my family and a plot of Colony land when it’s over. Besides, after they took over everything, where was I going to go? Thanks for nothing, Marine.”

“You too, sir,” he said, taking my wrist like you do an ally. With our little business concluded, he stepped over to the wall before the doors and placed his hands on the palm prints that appeared on the wall per protocol. 

Volina stepped beside me as she linked to med-bay. She’d have someone check Calvo before the end of the day and, most likely, me immediately. She waited for me to nod and linked to ARA for the next piece of theater for the good of our corporate overlords.

“ARA,” she said. “We’ve repaired the camera short in the SHU at our location. Please begin recording again.”

“Of course, Lieutenant Volina. Straight away.” The AI put her request into action, and the display for Calvo’s cell winked onto the SIN plate tacked to her wrist.

Volina sidled to me. “Sir, on the way out, you said ‘thanks for nothing.’ Did that skell really give you nothing you could use? Did you get broken up just to walk out empty-handed?”

Her tone spoke of annoyance—the one she used when she really wanted to crack open an inmate but was prevented from doing so due to surveillance or prying eyes.

“No, Lieutenant. That was just assurance to him that anything I got from that little dance wouldn’t trace back to him,” I said as I struggled to button the last of my jacket. “He gave me plenty. Have your techs scrub the dining facility footage where Calvo ate for the last week. Find out who he talked to and report back to me.”

“Aye, sir. We’ll find them. As for my men here, don’t worry about them. Solid shooters. They know when to lock it down, sir,” Volina said quietly and offhand.

“I figured. Otherwise, I have the feeling you would’ve spaced them,” I said back, matching her tone.

“Oh, no sir,” with mock enthusiasm. “After our little talk, I’m a brand-new woman. Nothing but sunshine, rainbows, and check-marked reports from here on out.”

I would’ve laughed at that, but the rib throbbing under my shirt would’ve made me pay dearly for it.


CHAPTER 3

MALIK



Whoever invented tongue suction should be forced into an airlock right before someone triggers a pinhole. Those screw-heads put this bit in my mouth so I couldn’t talk to anyone, but it was the suction model that vented excess saliva so I wouldn’t choke.

Kind of them. Assholes.

The maddening part was the vented mouth-goo spat out of the sides and ran down my cheeks endlessly. On second thought, death by vacuum pinhole wouldn’t be severe enough.

It wasn’t like there was anyone to talk to, seeing as my only company was a four-pack of Lenzaaban army grunts. Standing in their shiny gray armor, rifles pinned to their chest, these sacks were about as much fun to talk to as a bowl of gruel. Any attempt at even a casual ‘hey buddy’ earned this punishment. They ran for the bit real fast when I started reciting the constitution for the Grand Colonial Republic loud enough for the entire shuttle to hear me. While funny, that was the start. I couldn’t part my lips without one of them shoving a bit down my throat.

If I had to guess, this little troupe of flag smashers were tracking me somehow. They’d show up, cause a whole thing, and the Lenzaaban government would decide to move me to the next black site. From the way this current crop of goose-stepping shit-guzzlers were acting, I was being tossed into a hole so deep I wasn’t gonna be able to find my way out with both hands and a beam light.

For over a hundred generations, the Grand Colonial Republic acted as a sort of conglomerate for the people spread throughout the Colonies. They even worked on the people’s behalf when we got into the mix with alien races. Most of our treaties with them were of the live-and-let-live variety, where they stayed out of our space and we didn’t try to pull a fast one. Not again.

Man, we’d pasted those apes back to the Car Age to place our mitts around their rocks and the minerals. That was all before my time, of course, and we’d all been warned about that particular Colony, Lenzaaban.

I guess because the Lenzaabs looked more or less like us, we felt a kinship. Wasn’t like those Salkis, all wispy appendages and puckered faces—if they could be called faces. But we fucked up. We got comfortable. We got complacent. And the Lenzaabs got smart.

And now, here I sit, a prisoner no better than that ape race they conquered to take their stuff. Shackled in a control chair with straps around my torso and lap and plenty of security cuffs to keep me from getting a hold of anything or anyone. I really don’t know what the fuss was all about, as I’ve been a model prisoner since this all started.

You assassinate one general on a live stream. Blow up one warship on Pennant Day. And no one ever trusts you again. What a crock. Go hard or go home, I always say.

Thrumming clacks sounded outside the hull, followed by the engine winding down, and it felt like growing up with dad all over again. Big-time Minister of Justice, dragging us all over. New posting, new city, new school, new friends. Never the same place twice. As the high cycle of the venting process played and echoed off the hull, I thought about being that kid and what it would’ve meant if I’d even had a home. Just one place that was ours where we could build more memories than just a quick friendship followed by a shit ton of goodbyes. The thought faded into the whine of a lowering landing ramp. Somewhere out there, the regular prisoners were being rounded up and offloaded. 

The door ahead of me sliced open, and a man in taut military armor stepped through the hatch. A few armored guardsmen accompanied him to stand outside the bay, with their shiny gray armor and gold accents on one or more. Officers by the look of them. When this whole thing had started, I planned for an escape and would buddy-pal around with more than a few of the officer crowd. Delicately pry info from their tiny conformist little brains. Get the juicy details of their lives and pick from it, details I could use to jet free.

Then Lassara showed up, and the constabulary moved me. For a while, no more officers, no one to talk to. No one to scrape intel from. I wondered if that’s what this little troupe was here to convey.

“Who is the ranking officer among you?” the guy with the most gold on his shoulder asked.

“I am, Lieutenant Commander. Want us to drop the security chair from the hull?” Lassara asked. 

“Negative. Remove his restraints and turn him over to us,” Lieutenant Commander advised. When the stunted pawn objected, the commander threw his weight around. “Captain, I don’t need a lecture on how dangerous he is. We know. My men are more than capable of handling someone with his background. Turn him over to me, please.”

It was at that point I knew I had zero chance of stretching my legs after being glued in this chair over the last eleven hours.

Four combat-class manechs tapped their metallic feet through the hatch and matched the position for the Lenzaab soldiers surrounding me. They looked like skinny armored versions of the lieutenant commander with Zed-Nines magnetically locked to their backs. 

Even with all of this firepower on display, I mumbled into the mouth bit. Our newly arrived authoritarian took the hint and removed the restraint.

“Sir, we have orders not to remove his gag,” Lassara warned.

“That doesn’t apply to me,” Lieutenant Commander replied.

Okay, maybe not a screw-head. He removed the gag and waited for me to lick my cracked lips and swallow some before beginning his “I am master here” speech.

“My name is Lieutenant Commander Garza, and I’m the second-in-command on this Prison Station. If you treat my guards and me with respect, we will do the same for you. We all have a job to do here, so let’s get to it.”

Per Garza’s order, Lassara released me from my bonds and allowed me to stand. Garza actually caught me before my numb legs failed to do their job.

“Thank you for that, sir,” I said, the words feeling like sour milk on my tongue. “I probably shouldn’t have gotten up so fast. Long time in the seat.”

“No harm done, prisoner.” Garza gestured forward. “Please step between the manechs so we can have the captain on his way.”

I wanted to spit a snide comment or a hearty “suck it” to the losers remaining in a ring around my former personal prison, but this Garza guy was all business. No time for the finer things in life.

I moved past the empty shuttle seats and onto the ramp where I was greeted by another shiny gold shoulder—this one a woman—and a squad of manechs. The giant blast doors not fifty meters from me were a sure sign I was where I thought I was.

The previous place they’d stuck me, I got a whiff of prisoners talking up the last place any of them wanted to wind up: Prison Station Twelve, affectionately known to the prison population as Purgatory, was where you went to wait for death. If I had to believe the rumors, you supposedly had two choices here: reeducation for a new life in the Lenzaaban Collective or wait out your days in the artificial sunshine and rationed food of a colossal space station. From what I’d heard, this place was nice to visit but was a poor path to fame and glory, if you were into that sort of thing.

And wouldn’t you know it, I kinda was.

“Excuse me, Lieutenant Commander. Is this the part where you bring me to the main man and he reads me the speech where no one escapes his prison?” I asked. I kept my voice cordial as I didn’t know this guy yet, and I only wanted to rustle his feathers, not tear them out. Hopefully, I was poking something that had feathers instead of fangs.

Garza’s voice was less pleasant while wearing his fully enclosed helmet, but I didn’t detect anything like spite in his response. “We’ve read your file, prisoner. We know you lawfully obeyed all orders given to you and did nothing to compromise yourself with the staff of those other facilities. I meant what I said on deck. Respect is a two-way street here. No one is going to strong-arm you unless you give us a reason.”

“Good to know,” I said. I also reasoned to add a “Thank you, sir” at the end. Keeping it casual. It seemed to do the trick as he didn’t have the manechs muscle or manhandle me on our way to see the warden. And the way was more than just a quick lift to the bottom of a hole they planned to throw me in. This place was massive in a way I hadn’t seen in a prison station before. If I had to say, it was built more like a Colony ship than anything else.

“Big ship,” I said.

Garza didn’t acknowledge the statement, just kept leading me through twists, turns, and trams. My armored entourage and I finally stepped up to the hatch marked Commander. I wasn’t quite sure how all of us fit into the hallway, but they must’ve designed it for supposedly dangerous prisoners like myself, who’d never fought or made an escape attempt. Five Fires, I even put my tray away neatly in the chow hall. But every time, in every facility, I got the max security and total scrutiny. 

The hatch door circled open, and they ushered me into the room with a man in a razor-sharp Navy duty uniform. His stark-white hair reminded me of the old instructors in my army days, and he had that look that grizzled veterans get when they’re tired of the nonsense and just wanna be left alone. It kind of surprised me when he got up from his seat and extended his hand over the desk. Not just the actions—the guy was ripped. Even through his uniform, I could tell he wasn’t someone to mess with physically.

“Samea Malik? My name is Commander Predaxes. I’m sorry we had to meet under such circumstances, but here we are.”

I took his hand, relishing that he had a soldier’s grip rather than that of other wardens I’d met. They shook hands like grocery store clerks. I was sure they’d done hard work at one point, but the grip had gone soft. Not this guy. Predaxes had a handshake like a Marine. It was all vise and violence. 

“Normally, you’d be taken through processing first. Then we’d have our one-on-one, but I have an additional matter to go over with you before that happens.”

Called it. “No one escapes this prison.” I wondered if I could quote it line for line.

“Only too happy to help, sir,” I responded.

“I’m relieved to hear that,” he said right before he twitched. There was pain there. Something so recent he hadn’t learned to hide it yet. “We had a dust-up the other day, and we happen to think an associate of yours was involved.”

“Sir, I don’t even know where I am right now. Space station, sure, but how would I know anyone here?” I asked.

I wasn’t aware that any more of my old crew had been caught and jailed to some prison ship on the shit end of the stick. How did some former battle buddy of mine, caught in Purgatory, know I was coming?

The lieutenant commander crossed the room to open the view shutter. As the cover irised open and I stared into the star field outside, my jaw malfunctioned as my chin hit my chest. Out among the dazzling brilliance of constellations I didn’t recognize, and hovering over the station’s habitat rings, was immense darkness that surpassed the blackness of space. The magnificent hole in what should be a perfect field of iridescent stars drank in everything. It glowed with a reverse brilliance. Every few seconds, the perimeter of the opening flashed with some kind of static that pulsed white at the edges, only to vanish until it happened again.

Garza tapped his hand on the glass to draw my attention away from the wormhole and center me back on him. “Station Twelve exists on the other side of the known universe, connected by a wee little wormhole that has been stable for the last fifty years. Without that little wonder, it would take us almost fifty years to get home with our fastest ship. Does that answer your question?”

“Then I definitely don’t know anyone here, sir,” I said, and I almost believed it.

“Do you recognize this woman?” Predaxes asked politely as the desk in front of me lit up. 

And of course I did, as the person on screen was an old teammate. Tali Yaltera. She was an amazing special forces digital mayhem specialist from the Grand Colonial Republic. That woman made digital piracy and intrusion look like art of the highest order. If she was in here, the rebellion was clearly screwed. 

“I would love to say that I do, sir, but I’m not sure how I can help you.” I carefully constructed every word. Everything in that string of garbage I just laid in front of the commander was pattered to avoid his question while answering it. Hopefully, he bought my performance.

“It says here you were both part of the GCR Special Forces,” he said, indicating a spot on the glass.

I squeezed my expression into one I used to give Mom when she caught me red-handed. One that said she was right but technically wrong. I’d been getting a lot of mileage out of that one lately as I drifted from prison to prison on the Lenzaaban’s credit chip.

“That would be like asking you if you knew my friend who was in the Navy. The old special warfare branch was small by current military standards, especially when your government started conscripting everyone, but we sure as the Five Fires didn’t know everybody who worked with us.”

Garza left his spot by the window displaying the flashing halo of the wormhole. “Careful, boy. The Lenzaaban government saved a lot of Colonies from starvation and disease. It’s the least the Colonials can do to repay what was given.”

And there was my cue to shut my mouth. I didn’t mean to stick that insult in there. It just happened. So now I had to throw my tongue in the deepest dungeon my mind could find because arguing with my jailer was only gonna land me in SHU.

Garza’s response to that jab painted him as a true believer, and you couldn’t win an argument with one of those. If he pried for more than what I’d give him, it was gonna be a balancing act between getting as close to the truth as I could and keeping him friendly.

“Any answer for the lieutenant commander’s statement?” Predaxes asked.

Time to walk that tightrope, I thought as I plumbed the depth of my experience for a response. “It’s kind of like when the Colony on Jenisar used to track the cave bears they had in the north. The bear didn’t wanna be caught, drugged, and tagged. He just wanted to be a bear. He didn’t know the Colonists were tracking them to find out why they were ranging so far south. What looked like aggression to the animal was actually aid.”

“Did they ever find out?” Predaxes asked. “Why the bears were traveling south, I mean.”

At least I could still con the top guy in whatever this place really was. Maybe he could convince his executive officer before he starved me for a week or threw me in segregation. 

“Food source,” I said. “Gotta eat to live. Bulleks, the native herd animal they hunted, had a run of sickness. Bears ranged south to look for fresh game.”

“I see,” the commander said, leaning back in his chair. “So, you don’t have anything to add about this woman?”

“If she was from special warfare, we probably crossed paths multiple times and didn’t even know it,” I said.

“She’s not bad on the eyes, prisoner,” the XO said. “I’d think you’d remember someone like that.”

“Maybe I’m just not that shallow, sir,” I said, keeping my tone un-accusatory. I folded my hands in my lap and tried to look small and unassuming, like a Crethian gut spider. Best to hide in plain sight and wait for the opportune time to move. Contrary to popular belief, those critters only bite things bigger than they are as a last resort. Sure, their bite is strong enough to kill a full-grown adult, but why take the chance of getting squished in the process?

“I can respect that,” Garza said, surprisingly. “Remember that inmate a few weeks ago who swore up and down you’d served together in the Marines?” Garza asked the CO.

“Yeah.” Predaxes agreed. “He’d been a door gunner on a shuttle. Promised we flew together. I’d never seen him before he landed in my prison, but that doesn’t stop him from going around to his cellies and telling them we were best mates.”

The commander and his guy shared a chuckle as they let the moment hang in the room. I took the time to gaze back out the window. Having a stable wormhole like that must’ve cost someone a fortune to either find or fix. There was no telling why someone wanted a shortcut to the ass-end of the galaxy, which was where we were, according to my new friends.

Then, something odd happened as I watched the thing through the viewport.

“Gentlemen, I apologize for the interruption, but is that normal?” I asked, pointing out the window.

The XO half turned to get a fix on what I was talking about. “That, my friend, is the shuttle that brought you here taking off for more civilized parts of the…” his voice trailed off, and he shot a look at the commander.

While the guy with the perfect, unblemished armor and the assured glare was correct in that my shuttle was making a hasty run for the portal, it was the outsides of the spatial anomaly that caught my attention. I’d never seen anything like it before, so I was sure the corona flaring brighter than it had been over the last few minutes and now throwing bolts of lightning across the opening’s expanse wasn’t normal.

“Do we have another inbound flight on the manifest?” Garza asked.

“Nothing. Only the outgoing back to the Centridium,” Predaxes confirmed. He dialed in the shuttle from his desk. “Ironbird-5211-Asedo, this is Prison Station Twelve. We are detecting an energy build-up from the corona of the wormhole. Wave off. Wave off.”

“Roger Station Twelve. We see it. Peeling off to allow for ingress,” the pilot responded.

Judging by the reactions of everyone in the room, the wormhole’s surrounding halo flaring to a brilliant white from repeated lightning arcs as big as the station while meteor-like embers shot from its center was something they were used to seeing. Seeing involuntary steps back while jaws went unhinged in shock made it pretty clear I was gonna witness something they weren’t expecting.

The massive nose of a warship crawled its way from the iris. Tremendous streaks of golden light soared by it, highlighting the ship in amber relief as it proudly displayed weapon systems rising from the skin of the ship to activate in our direction. I counted myself lucky, because if I could see weapons that big from here, the ship they were mounted on was probably not pirates or some rival faction that stumbled through the rift. On the other hand, if they were looking to cause trouble, that ship looked like it’d be pretty good at doing so.

“Lenzaab Prison Station Twelve, this is the LSS Deterrion. We are in pursuit of rogue elements seeking to free one, Samea Malik, currently in your custody. You will lower your shields and prepare to be boarded.”

Predaxes shot to his feet to hover over the smart desk. “Take this prisoner to the SHU and seal him up tight. I don’t know what’s going on here, but having him in the room is not going to help matters.”

I’d almost forgotten about the guards that’d accompanied me to the commander’s office. Then I felt hands on my arm.

“Yes, Commander,” came a digitally dusted woman’s voice from within her helmet. Whoever she was under that thing, the brute heaved me up in one go and guided me around the chair.

As I was frog-marched out in the hands of my new handler, Predaxes was already into the comms.

“LSS Deterrion, this is Station Twelve. Our ASAG is only showing an outgoing shuttle from our dock. Please confirm enemy craft.”

The doors shut behind me, killing any hope I had of finding out what was going on. Both the commander and his little sidekick were tapping on that work desk in hopes that the faster they pounded on it, the more they would be protected. What worried me was Predaxes’s warning to the ship: there weren’t any other signatures showing up on the Automated-Sensor-And-Guidance system. If a guy in EVA gear so much as farted on a float, an ASAG would pick it up. 

“Lieutenant?” I said to my new best friend. “It is Lieutenant, isn’t it? Any chance we could avoid the SHU and bring me someplace for a quick bite? I don’t need the officer’s mess, but anything would be great right now.”

“Did he really just ask us for a sandwich?” one of her guards countered.

“Do not engage the prisoner,” the female said. “We put him where the commander wants him, and that will be that.”

The lieutenant thrust me into the lift, locking me down and following suit.

“I hate dying hungry,” I offered in the event anyone wanted my justification for food.

They didn’t.

Instead, we rode down the shaft until we got to the lowest part of the station. I was trucked from the platform and shoved toward the end of the row. Apparently, I was getting the only vacancy. Lucky me. 

The lieutenant flashed a hand toward a set of blast doors, and I was propelled inside as they switch-bladed open. With a grab that would’ve made a Colonial Marine proud, the lieutenant spun me about to remove my restraints. This little action put me squarely in the worried column. It was highly irregular for a guard, even an officer, to remove the restraints on a prisoner unless they had some manner or mechanism to restrain me from wigging out and bum rushing her with a lucky shot. Maybe they reasoned we were on a space station in the middle of nowhere, and what was I gonna do if I got free?

I absently handed her my wrists to remove my manacles when a ratta-tat-tat ta-tat thrummed through the hull. I lifted my nose in the air and angled my hearing, hoping for a better vantage, though it might not have actually increased the sense. Nothing. Maybe I imagined it.

No…

There it was again—faint, but it was there.

My jailer seemed to notice it too.

“Mind your manners, prisoner,” she said harshly as she backed away from me. 

She had nothing to worry about right then, as I was more interested in the noise.

“My mind is actually on why your station is firing point defense cannons and rail guns. But from how calm you’re being, this must happen all the time.”

“What happens all the time?” came the nervous shout from the guardsman who’d questioned my stomach earlier.

“Oh, you know, where suddenly you have Lenzaaban warships coming through the wormhole, claiming to see enemy ships, only to open fire on a prison station.”

A sudden right hook from my lieutenant handler shut me up, but the damage was done.

“They’re shooting at us?” called another trooper, leveling his frantic question.

The lieutenant snapped her fingers multiple times to get their attention. “Do not engage the prisoner. You, Malik. Step back. Forester, button him up.”

“Truth is,” I dared say, “a stray projectile could punch right through the hull and take us all for a ride on the vacuum express.

The lieutenant raised her hand again, and I raised mine in the universal sign of surrender.

“Not another word,” she warned.

I backed away as the armor-clad flunky—Forester—started the locking sequence for the doors. With them all on the other side of the cell, I figured why not?

“Just one thing before you go,” I said. “That rhythmic sound you hear is the PDCs. Heavy thumps at regular intervals are the rail guns punishing something outside the hull. But the irregular occurring thumps, that’s either missile or rail gun hits against the station shields. So if we’re not in this to win it, can I just have that sandwich now? Like I said, dying hungry sucks.”

“Forester! I said close that door!” the lieutenant barked.

The doors locked themselves with heavy metallic thunks, leaving me with the distant sounds of heavy weapons competing with my stomach growling.


CHAPTER 4

MALIK



From the pounding I felt through my boots—which the guardsmen shouldn’t have let me keep—this station was dishing out a beating to whomever just emerged through the wormhole. The erratic vibrations also meant the shields might’ve been failing. Whatever was going on here, I hoped I wasn’t at the center of it because that would mean it was gonna be forever until I could get my hands on a meal.

I shirked my boots and sprawled out on the slab this place offered for a sleeping spot. After a prolonged stretch, I hopped from the bed and used it to work some of the soreness out my legs. In both laying down and now my slow repetition exercise, I could feel the tremor from the metallic echo shaking the deck plates. Most of it was outgoing fire, but the heaviest quiver came from the arrhythmic hits striking the station’s energy shield.

Since there was nothing I could do about it from here, I stretched my arms and prepared for a set of inclined pushups to limber things up after multiple hours in a security chair.

A shock wave rippled through the station with enough force to throw me from my modified exercise into the wall. I landed on top of my boots as the interior light to my cell went from a steady soft white to a rotating yellow and red.

“That’s not good,” I muttered, lacing my boots back up. “Any second now, this place is gonna get weird.”

I didn’t have to wait long. The automated alert system reserved for silly things like reactor leaks and hull breaches began her surly serenade of doom and gloom. “Attention, all inmates in segregated confinement. Stand clear from the unit door and make your way to your level’s nearest lifeboat dock.”

The AI was true to her word, even if she had to repeat it several times in case we weren’t paying attention to the flashing lights and being thrown around. My door shot open to give me a solid ear into the hallway. Or the passage, as I wasn’t quite clear on whether to use the Naval terms for everything on a space station. In either case, there was a lot of commotion coming from the hallway, passage—whatever. 

A large, scarred-up face poked around my cell doors to get in my way. “What branch?”

The question caught me off guard, but I answered regardless. “Army, sort of,” I said. “How’d you know I served?”

“Only the fighters end up down here,” the face said. “Teachers, pastors, protestors, and whatever else who went against the Lenzaab smoothies get extra duty and stuff like that. Us? We get the SHU.”

“Lucky us, Marine,” I said. “So what’s the deal? We find our way to an escape pod?” I stepped around the hulking mastiff of a guy blocking my path.

Mastiff pointed down the hallway-passage-thing. “Life boat’s this way. How’d you know I was a Marine?”

“Smoothie. Smooth hands. That’s a Marine jab if ever I’ve heard one.” I laughed. “Malik. You?”

“Calvo,” he said, slapping a chest that looked like someone carved it out of rock. “You a Colonial or a Lenzaab that got pinched?”

“Long story. If I keep it to myself, the universe might decide it needs to be told and let us live through this—whatever this is.”

We followed roughly a dozen prisoners toward the back of the SHU, where the AI used lights as markers to lead the way. The bright white signals pulsed along the floor, eventually revealing a trail into a set of open hull hatches leading onto a lifeboat. The first inmates to touch their hands onto the restraint bar immediately received a lecture from the cheerful sounding AI scolding them on the importance of latching everything correctly.

“Failure to properly secure yourself in the Korilawn One-Twenty-One—a Life Preservation Restraint System—may result in broken limbs, spine, and potentially death due to the extreme forces that may exert themselves on the craft.”

Calvo tapped me on the shoulder. “Lucky for you, they just brought you down here. You didn’t have to sit too long in these buckets.”

“Wouldn’t have minded a meal first,” I said. I couldn’t let it go. I was starving. Nothing to eat on the eleven-hour flight out here. Hadn’t had anything since yesterday’s lunch, and if I had to guess, it was nearing dinner.

Another quake rattled outside the station, pulling my attention behind us. I pressed my hand to the bulkhead, also called a wall for us non-space-Navy types. The vibration under my palm felt like a heavy thud followed by light tapping. It wasn’t abrasive—more like pressing a hand against a window being hit with rain. 

“I had an old Gunny that used to do that,” Calvo offered. “Said he could feel what kind of counterattack we were heading into when we shocked the hull.”

“You were a raider Marine?” I asked.

“Two-Four Reconnaissance before switching to crackin’ hulls,” Calvo admitted. “You want my dress size next?”

I brushed my hand across the bulkhead, feeling for what I thought would come next. And there it was: a heavy shudder reverberating over the metal.

“Well, Mr. Calvo, whose dress size I don’t know, we have a problem. Before I got down here, I was with the warden. I saw out his window to the wormhole beyond the station, and a Lenzaab warship decided to poke its nose through. Said something about tracking rebel factions here to free prisoners. The only problem was, there were no other ships out there besides the one I was dragged here on.”

I purposely left out the part about them wanting to free me specifically.

“Smart freaking plan. Lower the shields, let them get close, and they nuke us from a distance?” Calvo asked.

“Don’t think so,” I said. “I think they really did come here looking for something—or someone. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have tried faking out the warden first. Which makes sense with what I’m feeling in the hull. Those are Tornadoes.”

“Shit, Army-sort-of, you sure you ain’t part Marine?” Calvo joked.

I tapped my knuckles against his, not knowing who I was saluting but chancing he was gonna be better company than whatever was coming next.

I shouted to the people in the queue, “Hey! Any of you Ransack?”

Two men unstrapped themselves from their harnesses, pushing their way through those standing in the breach for the escape ship. Both looked fit and ready for a fight. 

“What you know about Ranger Scout Troopers?” asked the first man.

“In another life, I was Three-Five-Nine ODR,” I said. Before I could finish my statement, the older of the two bruisers pulled his sleeve to show me the unit emblem of my old crew. 

“Fight and fury,” they both said.

“Colonial Orbital Drop Regiment guys are as rare these days as seeing a rainbow in space. How’d you get in here, trooper?” the first one asked, his request sounding more like he demanded to know.

“Zigged when I should have zagged,” I said. “You ever work against Lenzaab Marines?” If my magic palms were any good at this, another round of slam-and-tap would soon hit the Spine closer to us. We didn’t have a lot of time.

Calvo leaned forward. “Hey, Malik, if you know something, you should tell us now. Cuz if we ain’t in that tube when it cuts out of here, we’ll be screwed.”

I shook my head to affirm my point. “Lenzaab Marine Raiders hitting a prison station that Lenzaaban already owns? Why? They could’ve just come aboard and taken what they wanted. Instead, they hit and damaged the station to conduct a raid.”

“You don’t know that,” Calvo said. “You only know they didn’t see any ships their system flagged as enemy. For all you know, the ship coming through the wormhole had a better ASAG than this floating prison. But, this is not the place for a fight because we got jack-all down here, buddy. Let’s lock it down, just in case. Because if legit Lenzaab Marines come through those bulkheads, the only thing that we’re gonna get is ventilated.”

“You got a point, Mr. Calvo,” I agreed. “I know I’m right, though. Those are Tornadoes breaching the hull.”

“Let’s argue about this on the inside of the armored escape vessel, please,” the older Ransacker said.

“And cut the mister crap,” Calvo said.

“All right, move out,” I said.

We hurried to the end of the deck, flying into the pod at a run. Buckles and straps were thrown into place as securing bars dropped over our heads. For his part, Calvo ran a check of all the passengers before signaling to the AI that we’d all made it aboard and were ready to seal the hatch. The Marine took the seat next to me and locked himself in with an ease born of working the Colonial fleets.

“Why’d you call those guys Ransackers?” Calvo prodded.

I shrugged. “It’s a nickname. The real old Colony guys used to call them Ranger Scout Commando. The Ranger SCs—Ransacks—got a reputation for orbital drop onto planets that didn’t want them there. They guided in the heat from beyond atmo.”

“Ransack. Got it,” Calvo said. “So, how long do you think before this mystery Lenzaab force comes knocking?”

After eleven hours in that prison transport, strapped into what amounted to a detention chair, the only thing I could feel was the crushing weight of the securing bar on my chest. 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 pounded the hull. Those things are all solid. Like, take a hit from beam weapons solid. The Navy loaded them full of Marines and deployed them at the enemy ships.

After the slingshot off the carrier, the CD-17 would strike the outer hull with a boring laser that drilled a hole slightly smaller than the hull of the Tornado. The breacher ship would follow the beam, wedging itself into the hull to create a seal against the vacuum outside. Once inside the target, the Tornadoes used boring rings to fuse the hull of the attacking ship into the one it struck. With a seal in place, the Marines deployed from the ship to cause whatever death and destruction they were under orders to inflict.

A handful of minutes passed, with Calvo the first to break the silence. “Anyone got a deck of cards?”

If we weren’t in a life-and-death situation, we would have all lost our collective minds at such a simple and well-timed joke. Sure, we laughed. But it was contained to a light chuckle. As the laughter surrendered to the maddening silence within the craft, adding to our sense of dread, I took a moment to survey my immediate surroundings. I was in here with a roughed-up-looking but competent-seeming Marine raider. Two of the boys across from me were marked up by Ransacker tattoos. If I had to guess about the identities belonging to the rest of the guests from Hotel SHU, I’d have sworn from their bearing and, in many cases, their appearance, they were all military.

“We gonna move?” I asked no one in particular.

Heavy cracking sounds vibrated from the exterior of the hull through the harness resting against my chest. It didn’t sound like explosives. That would’ve sent a much different shock through the chair. Instead, it felt like heavy machinery coming to rest.

The doors leading to the outside of the escape pod vented our air with a sharp hiss, which was good because if it were a vacuum on the other side of those doors, the thunderous roar of atmosphere siphoning us into the black would’ve been deafening. That is until our ears and eyes vented along with it.

More than a dozen manechs waited for us beyond the doors with several station guardsmen beyond. Besides being both a welcomed and dreaded sight at the other end of the doors, the prison staff and their mechanized soldiers were armed from toes to nose with the kinds of heavy weaponry a team like this would use to fight an equally armed foe. They definitely weren’t rigged to blast up a bunch of prisoners.

My favorite lady-Lieutenant was back, leading a different pair of guardsmen than the ones she’d previously been with. Unlike them, her armor was scarred and scuffed with pockmarks and burns along the surface.

“Attention, prisoners,” she said all business, no sass. “You will form up in two ranks between the manechs and will follow where they lead.”

A slap of her hand against the master release for the restraints freed us dregs of society from our seats. We rose as one, some straggling to take a minute to work out sore muscles that were complaining after spending significant time in the segregation unit. Formed up outside the shuttle in the same place we’d boarded, we saw a much different place than when we’d entered. Enormous rending seams traced along the walls as if a violent force had tried to twist the housing unit from the station. The flickering warning lights were gone, replaced by darkness in some places as the warning systems struggled to recover after some traumatic event. While this place might not have been the focal point of whatever whipping the station had taken, it seemed to catch its fair share of the damage.

“Lieutenant, what’s happening?” I asked as though I didn’t know that an inmate’s place was to be spoken to and not to speak of their own accord.

“No talking, inmate,” the LT chided. “You will remain behind with myself and my guardsmen since you’re too new to know when to follow without opening your face hole.”

I noticed the barely perceptible shake of Calvo’s head as he tried to warn me that you didn’t pet this particular dog unless you wanted to see what the teeth would do. But I knew that my position as the new guy in shackles might buy me some leeway and, perhaps, get me a scrap of intel. And just when I thought things weren’t gonna get more strange than some random attack on a deep space prison station, the LT leaned in with her helmet volume turned just low enough so I could hear it, but not so loud that my friends from the neighborhood would catch on.

“We have reason to believe the forces boarding the ship are here for you. They’ve hunted and shot two other men named Malik on the station. Stay with me and be prepared to take commands so we can defend you.”

“How good are they?” I asked.

“They’ve landed multiple CD-17 Tornado breaching craft into the station, fielding dozens of troops. They know what they’re doing.”

Her confirmation of my suspicions did little for my ego, knowing I was the target of an attack at this scale. Whether her warning was supposed to scare me or convince me to trust them for my protection, I didn’t know. What I did know is that playing along was my best shot at guiding the warden’s attack dog where I needed her.

“How good are you?” I asked.

“Better than they are,” she said and meant it.

At the back of the formation, I really couldn’t see what was going on when the manechs at the front opened the doors for the lift. What I could smell was the burnt tinge of ozone as well as hear the hissing sparks of broken power lines coming in contact with the hill on the other side of that hatch. They loaded four manechs and the twelve or so prisoners from my new brotherhood onto the lift. Calvo strode near the back, and watching him step around piles of debris gave me a clearer picture of the damage this place was taking. With the SHU at the bottom of the Spine, the commander’s little prison palace had more than a black eye.

“We’re not jumping on?” I asked.

“You’re quick,” the lieutenant quipped.

I glanced over my shoulder to where the only people I thought I could trust in this place—even a little—were being separated from me. Calvo and the Ransacks were gone, leaving me with my captors.

We waited for the lift’s inertia shield to come to life after several failed starts. A blue haze passed over the passage, eventually rendering clear as though my eyes were just out of focus. The lift rocketed away from us on its way to whatever holding pen Predaxes had planned for them.

“Lieutenant Volina. I have a clean read on the passage,” the guardsman on her right declared.

“Pop the locks, Corporal,” she responded.

The wall at the back of the elevator shaft slid away, exposing a secondary shaft rising up with multiple access hatches facing us. If I had to bet my next sandwich on what I was seeing, this was a shortcut for the other seg-units on this level. Regardless of my musing, Volina—whose name I now knew… small comfort—was more interested in a secondary lift against the nearside bulkhead than she was in moving from one side of the station’s tail to the other.

“Our four manechs will move up first and secure the level,” Volina said, gesturing to the androids. “We’ll follow once we know we’re not going to get blasted into the next life.”

Once the robots were away, my guards hustled me into the shaft and shut the exterior door. We waited rather impatiently for the maintenance lift to return. The manechs would block any attempt attackers made to get to us short of climbing. Problem was, people on a sheer face with no cover made excellent targets. So if they were attacked, the androids would destroy the lift.

I watched my guardsmen and was pretty impressed with how they carried themselves. They followed orders, kept tight formations, and worked well with the manechs to form a coherent fighting unit.

“You guys have military training,” I said. “Your prisoners on the station have military training. What is this place, really?”

“You’ll have plenty of time to discuss it with your fellow inmates, assuming we get out of this alive,” Volina said.

She had a point there.

The lift dropped with the speed of a Zombie Wasp descending on a corpse. Yeah, that’s a real thing on Hemic 8. But no, that’s not their real name. Either way, I wouldn’t wanna be anywhere near that thing when it landed. If androids did the maintenance on a station like this, it was a better-than-good chance it didn’t possess the sensors a regular lift would to prevent injury from someone standing beneath it when it descended. I’d seen maintenance ducts like this on the Lenzaaban corporate stations I’d been sent to by the Colonies for instigation of mayhem-induced aggression convergence. That was shorthand for nearly blowing up the station. I might’ve also threatened that if they didn’t back off, the Colonies would send me back to finish the job.

I stepped into the halo of my jailers/protectors and waited for the inertia field to keep me grounded. The trifecta of clacks around me took my sphincter from relaxed to diamond-producing tight as it dawned on me that the lift didn’t have an inertia shield. Safety for the androids or technicians servicing the station meant magnetic clips in the boot soles.

“Oh, come on!” I bellowed as two sets of hands locked onto my jumpsuit, and we were off. The wind rushed by my ears as we bulleted up the Spine’s major service artery. My face felt like it was melting off my skull. Bundles of cables, shaft support struts, and periodic blinking lights on service panels flashed by me while the tram sped along. Ten floors up—or along, because technically there was no up in space—I watched a more pronounced sign whiz past me.

CONTROL LEVELS FOR RING NUMBER FOUR.

Ten more floors raced by until we reached the next major sign announcing Ring Three. From what I’d heard of this place, the central control Spine for the facility was kilometers long to accommodate the immense size of the habitat rings. Built from an old Colonial transport ark, the original intent for the stations was to house thousands of personnel and their families for the long trip to a new world. With the habitat rings able to simulate terrestrial atmosphere and gravity, the original pioneers could spend entire lifetimes on the ships as long as the jump scouts had done their job to find supplies enough to keep the factories onboard pumping out air and water for cultivation. Once the rings went fully operational, the jump scouts only had to venture out for base materials.

But like any enclosed environment, disaster could strike from a single fault such as a ring powering down or a loss in one of the factories. Then it was only a matter of time before everything failed.

But all of that was told to me in what amounted to bedtime stories meant to scare people out of getting caught and sent to Purgatory.

I went to step from the lift, but a major quake traversed the station. Having millions of metric tons of metal shift under my feet was not the best thing when I wasn’t magnetically clipped in. As I tried to right myself from the imbalance, the station shifted the other way. The two guards weren’t fast enough to catch me before my feet lost purchase on the plate, and I slipped past them into the open air, and I was in free fall. 

I slapped my palms against the lift plate, sliding across until my fingers found purchase on the very edge. Pinpricks danced along my palms from the gritty, sure-grip deck sheeting that covered the otherwise slippery material. I had to give them credit; it was sure-grip all right—in both cases. I had a sure grip on the plate edge while the covering had a sure grip on the skin on the underside of my hands.

“Little help here?” I inquired. 

Volina rushed to the edge and wrapped her palm over my wrist. With little to no effort, the woman stood from her perch, taking me and my entire body weight with her. With a firm grasp on my sleeve, she guided me between her guardsmen to step out from the lift. 

“Nice catch,” she said.

“You too, ma’am,” I replied as her subordinates took hold of my arms again. “Thank you for the assist.”

I waited for some pithy reply that never came, and it wasn’t until I turned on my heel that I discovered why. Some twenty meters ahead of me was the open nose cone for a CD-17 Tornado breaching craft. Poured out onto the floor: scores of fighters could’ve tumbled out, a slew of bodies in gray brindled camouflage with a variety of equipment.

“Careful where you step,” she warned. It wasn’t lost on me that for her, fifty or so dead corpses amounted to minor obstacles in our path. “While my people were careful to check for a pulse, some of these might be playing the role to ambush anyone moving through.”

My little tumble into the expanse taught me that Volina, and by extension, her garrison here, were wearing a variation of Lenzaab military-grade battle armor. So not only were they enclosed against the environment, they were probably augmented by an exoskeleton encased in the plates. The guardsmen would be able to take multiple hits from a modern rifle before the armor failed, which accounted for the dead raiders on the floor.

The breachers wore fatigues under plate armor that covered the torso, upper arms, and groin. With a helmet and shin plates as the only other defense, this stuff was way more vulnerable to incoming fire than what the guards were wearing. That didn’t stop them from sending rounds downrange at the jailers, judging from the impact strikes and burns against the hull. One particular blast painted an immense scoring pattern even as it burned through several layers of plate. Someone who came out of the ship’s nose had a gyro-jet weapon.

As if sensing my eyes tracing along all the delicious instruments I could use to turn the tide on my guards, Volina said, “Don’t think about it. Nothing here is good against our armor, and the only thing shooting us is going to do is piss us off.”

I pointed to the bloody drag marks moving along the deck. “Don’t be so sure, Lieutenant.”

“Lucky shot. Let’s move,” Volina ordered.

We picked our way through the battle-turned-crime scene, maneuvering into the adjoining passage to leave the signs of fighting behind. Twists and turns through a maze of tunnels brought us to another armored door that looked more maintenance hatch than a lead to anywhere useful. The guardsman to my left reached past me to the door panel where a biometric key in his armor mated with that of the secured hatch.

The door sliced open, and a round punched through his helmet’s face mask, splattering the contents of his skull into what was left of his lid. The bullet completely obliterated his head, taking with it any display of shock or horror that might’ve been written on his face.

“Double back!” Volina shouted.

Someone in full environmental armor—similar to the guards—hovered at the back end of the hall with… that’s right, nailed it again… a gyro-jet rifle pinned against what would have been his cheek. His helmet faceplate was a clear sheet of material he could probably see out of while those on the outside couldn’t see in. The visor’s opaque red glass wavered for a moment until a holographic representation of a skull appeared to hover inside of it as though the man’s skull, and only his skull, was backlit by a sanguine glow.

Volina pushed me into the cover of the four manechs while she and her remaining guard stayed behind to pin the door. They roughly handled me, yanking me forward and retracing our steps toward the breach where, hopefully, we could evade this new threat.

Not that it would hold for long if the main intruder was using a rifle like that. Gyro-jet weapons fired miniature missiles in both the guided and dumb varieties. While turning through terrain made for a shorter flight time, there was something horrifying about a bullet that could track around corners.

Volina caught up to us, shouting to me, “You know these guys?”

“Only thing I recognize is the armor. Old Colonial ODR rigs used during the Khidima Campaign. But that brute with the gyro-jet rifle is wearing modern FANG armor. That’s a generation ahead of what you’re wearing, ma’am.”

“FANG armor?” the guard who still owned his own skull asked.

“You want a history lesson, or do you want to get this mook out of here?” Volina retorted.

We collapsed on the passage we’d left earlier, straight into a hail of gunfire rattling across the station. The small caliber rounds, designed to slap armor and dump its energy, were much better in use on starships as opposed to punching all the way through the plate, the person, and straight into the hull, which would ruin everyone’s day.

“Who are they shooting at?” the guardsman I was gonna start calling Lucky shouted.

“Sergeant Thedan is up ahead. They’re shooting at his squad.” Volina dialed into a comm channel and broadcast up ahead. “Thedan, this is Volina. I have four manechs behind you in the passage leading to Control Section Three-One-Three. I have to cross. Once I’m across, I can leave the manechs with you if you give me a window. Over.”

“Volina, this is Thedan,” I barely heard coming over Volina’s comms. “Good copy on the manechs. We could use them. Mag dump in three… two… one.”

Incoming fire from down the passage ground to the occasional round slipping through as the squad of guardsmen at the end of the run laid down their own wave of suppressive fire. The four manechs with us locked arms and walked sideways as a shield wall against stray rounds until we were safe on the other side. Volina took the lead in the dash across the hall, with Lucky running the gauntlet behind me. Once we ducked into the new access panel, the androids uncoupled from their improvised shield maneuver and ran headlong into the renewed gunfire.

A glance behind me showed the angry FANG armor running toward us full bore right before we closed the hatch to the next passage. 

Volina was quick to alert her pals to the action. “Thedan, Volina. You have some sort of a heavily armed sapper at your six in next-gen body armor. Have the manechs fall back to cover your ass and lay down some heavy lead on that guy.”

“According to the records,” a voice boomed from somewhere, “that would make you Lieutenant Aurali Volina. Surrender the prisoner you are carrying, and this will all be over, Lieutenant. You won’t be harmed. I just want Malik.”

Volina swore into her helmet as though the covering would keep secret that she’d been hiding her PhD in profanity from the rest of the prison staff.

“Identify yourself,” she growled, looking around.

The gravel-laden digital voice ignored the question and offered an answer to one she hadn’t asked. “Lieutenant, I cannot allow Samea Malik to fall into enemy hands. My time is limited, so it would behoove you to turn him over.”

“Net call, net call. This is Lieutenant Volina. Station net has been compromised. Net-Four-One-Sigmar. Volina, out.” After making a call with a mouthful of number salad that only the guardsmen would know, she whirled on me while flipping up her face mask so she could convince me with sockets full of crazy eyes that she was upset.

“Who is that, and what do they want with you?”

“I was with special warfare for a while. Served in the resistance. I know things the Lenzaabs wanna know. As near as I can figure, they’re tired of chasing me to every prison across known space, and they’re here to either spring me or kill me.”

My answer sounded plausible enough that even I would believe it. As to whose voice that was, I had a guess, but I’ve been known to be wrong before.

“The shooting’s stopped,” Lucky said even though no one asked him.

Then, at the far end of the passage, the man in the red mask appeared.

Volina called Thedan several times into the new comms channel and received silence in response. Without calling any more attention to Lucky’s remark, she waved her hand for me to follow, and we continued into the passage to elude our pursuer in the red mask. The last thing I saw before we cut the corner was his weapon arm raising, gyro-jet rifle aimed right at me.


CHAPTER 5

MALIK



It was the worst time in the world to be thinking about women in the Colonial military. But that didn’t stop me. No women in the infantry or the ODR. But we had plenty in armor, artillery, and other combat-associated job codes where they wouldn’t be required to carry half a human’s body weight on their backs everywhere they went. We had our reasons, and to us, they were valid. However, plenty of Colonies bucked the system with their own military and planetary defense forces. The Lenzaabs let the pendulum swing completely the other way with it. In their armies, the only combat-adjacent jobs women could hold were military police and corrections police.

And right now, I was quite content to follow my captor because she looked exceptionally good in her armor. Which shouldn’t be a thing I should be worried about, but here we were. What’s the old saying? If you find a girl that looks good in a uniform, don’t let her get away. Or something like that. The idea was if she looked good in the most unflattering thing ever, just imagine how she’d look out of it. Of course, this was way outside the social norms expected of all Lenzaab citizens. Keep your manners, or they may reduce your social score in the Collective, making it harder for you to do anything in their society. 

But for the moment, despite being incarcerated without trial, locked in segregation, shot at, and being funneled from room to room by some no-name corporal I’d labeled as Lucky, things were looking up if the view continued to be this good.

Volina waved open a hatch set into the bulkhead I hadn’t even spotted—I blame her for the distraction. She motioned to usher us inside with one hand while aiming down the passage with her Zed-Nine in the other. Once we were all inside, the door slashed shut behind us with heavy thunks marking the system latching the portal in place while we all panted from our frantic run. It seemed none of us should be skipping cardio for PT in the coming weeks.

A crack-boom sounded from somewhere outside, and that told me Red Mask wasn’t far away. We’d made some quick turns, and I hoped that meant we’d lost him in the maze.

“He won’t find us here,” Volina said. “And if he does, that door isn’t budging.”

“Okay,” Lucky said as he panted. “So what is FANG armor?”

At this point, I really tried not to laugh. I really did. But there was something about that kid holding onto the question Volina ignored that struck me funny.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” I said. “May I?”

With a hand motion, Volina granted me permission. So I gave the kid a little bit of shadow operations knowledge. I spoke fast since I didn’t know how much time we really had. We needed to start moving again in case Red Mask found his way through. I didn’t know this ship, but Volina seemed content to believe we were safe for the time being.

“FANG,” I started, “stands for Full-enclosure Augmented Neuro-Guided armor system. You guys are wearing last year’s fashion with the Shell-6s. Your undersuit reads the bio-impulses from your muscle tissue and tells the exoskeleton how to move. The FANG has a connector chip that links directly to a guidance system in the wearer’s head. Faster but, ultimately, more invasive.”

“So that guy is plugged into the armor?” Lucky asked.

“That’s the rumor,” I answered. 

“Enough chit-chat,” Volina ordered. “Guard the door, Corporal. I need to make a call.”

A soft blue light illuminated the cramped quarters, giving more than enough light for Volina to pull down a box affixed to the wall. Thanks to whatever she’d done, the lights kicked on, giving Lucky and me the nickel tour of the place. In essence, we were in a box not much different from cells in the SHU. A hardened hatch marked the only boundary with a cot on one side and a table on another. From watching the LT, it seemed everything could either be controlled through her armor or using the box she’d zeroed in on.

She unzipped a fastener to lay the box’s contents on the table. Several compartments within seemed to hold some bundle of tech. Almost as if on instinct, Volina took wires from the casing and threaded them into slots along the wall. After a moment of keeping still, which I assumed was her working through an interface in the armor, she moved like a statue come to life.

“Lieutenant Commander Garza! One second, sir, so everyone can hear you better,” Volina said as she handed me a comms bead for my ear. “All right, sir. We’re here.”

The gruff and tired voice of Station Twelve’s executive officer passed through the net. With the bead in my ear, I no longer had to strain to hear Volina’s comms.

“Thank the Spirits you’re alive, Lieutenant. It’s a freaking miracle you weren’t shucked, spaced, or otherwise erased down there. What’s your status?”

“Corporal Fleitas is dead. I fell in behind Sergeant Thedan, but I think they got his squad too, sir.”

The comms on Garza’s side clicked on and off in succession, probably so we wouldn’t hear the chatter going on around his side of the call.

“Roger that,” he said finally. “You’re on the decks beneath Ring Three. We had ARA close off everything above you in an attempt to preserve the remaining rings and seal off the rebels from any of the remaining floors.”

“Remaining rings, sir?” Volina asked.

“Yeah. Those breacher ships crashed into Rings Three and Four. They were lucky they didn’t kill everyone on the damned things with such a foolish stunt. In any case, they’ve removed over five hundred prisoners so far, but the count could be higher than that if we don’t gain some kind of initiative in this fight.”

Volina removed her helmet, brushing back the hair from her brow with the annoyance of ordering Corporal Lucky to stand in his place for formation. “Sir, did you get the prisoners we sent up from the SHU housing our HVT?”

“We did, LT. Good job on that. Separating him was smart. We captured an enemy comms unit and have been monitoring their movements. They are indeed here to extract or exterminate Mr. Malik. But along the way, they intend to free a bulk of the prisoner population.”

“What about the station defenses, sir?” Volina asked.

Garza huffed. “Lieutenant, those went offline, or rather, were blown all to the Five Fires, and thus, offline shortly after Commander Predaxes sent you after our new shiny inmate. Lucky for us, ARA is already working a crew of androids to get the rail guns back up. We don’t have the punch to take on a ship like the enemy craft parked just down the street, but if we have those rail guns back, maybe we can do enough damage to make them reconsider how expensive they want this to be.”

“Sir, we have someone in what our HVT verifies as next-generation combat armor called FANG, causing a whole lot of trouble down here. We’re trapped until you can find a way to extract us.”

“You’re not the only one reporting augmented armor on a few of the raiders,” Garza said. 

“Has Malik tried to escape or hinder your efforts in any way, Lieutenant? Did he say anything we can use against them?”

Volina stared me down like she was trying to decide how guilty I was. I could almost read it behind her eyes or what I could see of them in this strangely lit box the three of us were sitting in. “Negative. He hasn’t done anything to compromise our handling of him, sir. As for information, he’s only said he recognizes something called ODR uniformed troops that Thedan’s guys trashed in the hall outside. And he’s the source who knew about the next generation armor, which he conveyed without coercion.”

“Understood. Stay locked up in there until we come for you. It’s going to be the safest bet. Garza, out.”

Volina moved the box to the side of the table, motioning to the cellular foam mattress placed upon the hard steel plate serving as a bed. “You get first downtime, Corporal. I’ll take first watch since I have to monitor our situation anyway.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Lucky responded. Without even removing any of his armor, the young trooper dropped onto the cellulose and was motionless.

“Taking a middle guard shift is brutal, Lieutenant. Why don’t you get some sleep too, and I’ll wake you in a bit?” I asked.

“Nice try, inmate,” the lieutenant responded as though I’d gone for her weapon. “Don’t make me call Garza back and tell him you tried to get sneaky. And my warning to you still stands. Don’t try anything funny, or there’ll be Fires to pay.”

“The only thing funny in here is that we are in a literal safe room built for guardsmen. You guys have armor and guns. Why do you need a safe room?” I mocked.

“Were you safe out there in the hall with the guy and his missile rifle?” she retorted.

“Point taken,” I said sourly. “Well, if you’re not gonna take a nap, I will. I’ve been up for over eighteen hours, and all this excitement and no sandwich has me exhausted. Wake me up if we’re gonna die or something. I’d hate to die hungry and asleep.”
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Lieutenant Volina looked so peaceful as she slept until the stomping of enemy boots woke her out of a sound sleep. Then it was all shock and terror, and the sudden realization that she wasn’t in complete control of the situation as a fully armored fighter slammed me into the wall.

So much for impenetrable doors.

The red-tinted, skull-faced soldier had me by the throat, pinned up against the wall where I could see both Lucky and the lieutenant stirring.

So much for not leaving me awake alone.

I beat away on the guy’s arm, slamming my forearm against his elbow. No matter how much armor a person wore, their elbow only really bent in one direction unless the right amount of force was applied. And no matter how much I thought I’d worked out, me blasting my forearm into hardened armor hurt like a bullek charge and was gonna suck tomorrow if I lived through this.

Dropping to my feet, I tackled my attacker, forcing him off balance and driving him into the wall with my shoulder. It was a nice piece of a takedown if I said so myself, but ultimately pointless as the guy was wearing powered armor meant to stop heavy munitions. His knee pistoned into my gut, and just like that, I couldn’t breathe. Taking advantage of my disability, he tossed me into the open door leading back into the passage.

Once he’d dealt with me like the fly I was, he drew his firearm from the armor’s thigh rig and sent three slugs center mass, right into Lucky. The kid’s armor splintered and sent ceramic carbide fragments tapping onto the floor as he fell beside them.

Lucky hadn’t been lucky in this case.

To Volina’s credit, she was already reaching for her pistol when I dove back through the hatch.

I careened into the guy’s arm, pushing it off the line of fire and sending another round ricocheting off the deck. Red Mask whirred on me, introducing me to the wall before he mule-kicked me back into the passage. 

As if annoyed with the entire affair, Red Face dropped a grenade at Volina’s feet. Light, sound, and pressure all combined to take her off her feet by stunning all of her senses into submission from the brutal assault. She dropped to her knees, but—dayum, this woman was tough—she continued to grope for the Zed-Nine rifle so she could dish some payback for such a rude wake-up call.

Part of that grenade blast reached me in the hall as I did my best to flee, charging down the passage to the site of Thedan’s last stand. I recovered a rifle from one of the guards. The weapon was unfamiliar to me, so without a HUD linked to the weapon, I had no way of knowing what it was loaded with. Guess I’d have to check the old-fashioned way.

I popped the magazine to make sure I wasn’t gonna sling anything with enough punch to breach the hull. A tagged, colored ring on the bottom of the casing showed it to be a subsonic round shaped to dump all its energy into the target. This would crack armor but wouldn’t necessarily penetrate it. Hopefully, the guards here had factored the loads against the station’s hull.

Even our skull-faced friend knew enough to temper the warheads on the gyro-jet rounds to low yield. 

Pieing the corner, I found our Volina slumped against the wall where the case had been attached and her head lolling from what looked like an impact. Red Mask was in the process of swinging his pistol toward Volina’s skull when I made the hatch. It would be a shame to let this guy ruin the head attached to such beauty stuffed into armor.

Two quick shots against the guy’s back sent him sprawling into the wall as though he’d been hit by a crawler ATV. He spun into a sitting position into what I hoped wasn’t Lucky’s corpse and brought the gyro-jet rifle to bear.

“Son of a…” I shouted, turning on my heels and sprinting down the corridor. That’s when I heard three solid pings in a row. In the Commando, those three signals were always taught to new operators coming in to mean, run, hide, cover. I kept hold of the weapon even as I dove for the deck amid the howling scream of the gyro-jet round touching off from the rifle. 

It sailed low out of the open hatch and circled toward the ceiling in a looping arc, using the change in gait to add space and wind around the corner. I’d just reached the bodies piled where Armageddon had arrived and dove among them. I hastily pulled one of the soldiers over me. The micro-missile flashed in and struck the corpse’s armor, shattering it and spraying the corridor in sparks and gore. 

Wrapping my hands around the grip of the dead man’s weapon leashed to his armor, I waited. Red Mask stepped into the passage with his rifle leading the way. I held my position until he took a step forward. Rising up slightly, so I could kind of see what I was doing, I mashed both triggers and let the hammers do their work.

A hail of eleven-point-five-millimeter rounds whizzed down the passage. Several caught the enemy combatant in the plates while others dinged harmlessly off the heavy steel bulkheads. After taking a bevy of hits, he quick-turned and raced toward the back of the corridor. I continued to fire until the first rifle went dry, and my target ran into one of the side hatches like the sore loser he was. Jumping up from my blanket of ruined dead guardsman, I found that I’d twisted my ankle in the process of not dying.

That was gonna make everything so much more fun. 

Hobbling along the corridor, I made for the safe room to find Volina on the floor, moaning and tapping for her weapon. I wrapped her ears with my palms and tried to see if her half-shut eyes were doing anything funky other than giving me that bedroom look. Man, do I have a type. Dragging my new Zed-Nine to my knee, I unclipped the weapon’s beam light from the forearm and shone it into her pupils. Both were round and reactive to light, so that was good. 

“Lieutenant. It’s your favorite inmate. I drove off our bad guy, but I have to check on Lucky over there. You know, Corporal What’s-His-Name. I’m removing all of your weapons and putting them on the table so you don’t accidentally shoot yourself or me. I don’t want to risk laying you down. Can you nod if you understand?”

An eye blink and simple head nod spoke volumes as I placed her gear on the table. At least the station’s procurement officer seemed to be good at his gig. The armor on the kid matched the specs I’d seen, and it held for all three shots he’d taken from the attacker’s pistol. It probably blew all the air out of his pipes when it did, though. A sweep of my hands over his torso came away with zero blood, so the kid was good; he’d just passed out from the shock of it all. Unlike the FANG armor, these suits didn’t have an auto-injector to drug someone awake from a combat encounter.

“Samea Malik!” shouted a voice from the hall. It repeated in the comm bead in my ear a half second later. 

I tapped the bead in what I hoped would activate a microphone. “Hello? Is this thing on?”

“I can hear you, inmate. This is Task Sergeant Kildane. I’m in the hall outside the room, watching you on security cam.”

“We drove off the guy in the heavy armor,” I told him, “but we need a medic for the guardsman. Gunshot against the armor on the kid, and the lieutenant may have a concussion. I’m standing away from them and putting my hands on the wall, Task Sergeant.”

A team of guardsmen poured past me as I pressed my palms into the bulkhead—huh, I guess it’s spacer terms after all—and remained motionless while some overly hyped security guy frisked me for anything I’d taken. I was escorted out of the room to face the very brutish Task Sergeant Kildane. 

“Hello there, Malik. We were watching the security feed. Nice work on dodging that gyro-killer. And thanks for saving Corporal Daniker’s life. Just got done training the kid. I appreciate what you did.” He extended his hand to me. Brownie points to the prisoner. 

“They’re trying to kill me too, right?” I offered, shaking his hand.

Kildane produced a set of manacles. “Yeah. Listen. I’m sorry, but I have orders to bring you straight to the commander.”

“With all due respect, Task Sergeant, if I’d been wearing those earlier, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

The rise and fall of the man’s chest in his armor told me he was conflicted. I waited for him to make the decision and stepped aside as two medics brought Lucky, aka Daniker, from the room. I patted him on the shoulder, and he came awake just long enough to see me standing over him. Raising a hand from the stretcher, he gripped my forearm as though he’d fought a war with me. They led him away toward the lift, and I sincerely hoped he made it all the way to his destination.

“The shackles stay off until he gets to the commander. And you might want to give him a gun.” Volina said as she rested her arm around the shoulder of another guardsman. “He’s a former commando who used his brain to do what twelve men couldn’t do with triggers.”

She limped away, and this time, she was the one who patted my shoulder. The ice breaketh! Hope springs eternal. Now, if only I could find love among the stars with the indecisive task sergeant. I held out my hands to him. A sign of good faith if he made a counter-choice. 

“We’ll keep them off, for now,” he said. “But a weapon is a nonstarter for me, inmate.”

“Fair enough. Shall we?” I asked, gesturing to follow the LT.


CHAPTER 6

PREDAXES



The idea in all this was to enter the Navy and ride out my career at some cushy little posting. The operative being cushy. Maybe berate an inmate for not moving fast enough. Maybe I’d even get the time when I wasn’t supervising the prison to train my replacement. That was supposed to be how things played out.

No joy.

Instead, I had rounds plinking off enemy body armor while dodging their return fire. Needless to say, that was not part of the plan either. 

The latest batch of pirates, rebels, or whatever they were, were moving through the food processing plant inside Ring Two when our two forces collided. As they’d traversed the ring we tracked them, gathered up prisoners, and corralled them into the building. With a complete squad of guardsmen and two manech units, we were fairly confident we could cordon, contain, and control this new threat. 

Since this entire affair began, the enemy force had used deception as a weapon, fully zeroed in to be as effective as possible. Their plan to help our prison population escape was also part of a further subterfuge I didn’t take into account. The instant we knew these guys weren’t Fleet, I should’ve expected they wouldn’t only be intent on springing one inmate but multiple. But they were gunning for particular parts of the population, which made their movements easier to predict.

A round impacted off our cover—a bulky tractor—zinging into the distance and hopefully losing enough inertia it wouldn’t take down one of our guys. Squaring off against a couple of dozen inmates was no big deal when in augmented body armor with weapons that could dump a hundred-round magazine in less than ten seconds. Fighting against a squad trained in advanced infantry tactics and small unit aggression armed with machine guns had us anticipating a slightly different outcome. And by slightly different, I mean we were about to get smoked like a cheap cigar.

Sure, we knew where they were going, but that didn’t mean we were going to have an easy time of it. It was especially taking a toll on me. I’d never considered myself an old man, but after all the activity I’d had over the past few days, I felt like I needed a walker. Which was in direct contrast to how I told my wife I was approaching this job.

“Don’t worry, honey.” I’d said. “I’m just going to sit in an office and write reports all day. It’s not like armed men are going to assault the station in an attempt to staunch a giant information leak in their network or make off with my inmates as part of some well-constructed plan.”

All right, while the conversation didn’t exactly go that way, it was making me think. A prison break for one man could’ve been accomplished any number of ways simpler than this. Somehow dressing a Navy troop carrier up to appear like a Lenzaab warship spoke to a level of planning and sophistication that had me worried enough to throw off my aim. And right now, I needed all the steady sight picture I could get. 

I squeezed off a round. It barreled through a window to nail one of the enemy right in the plate carrier. The force of it knocked him out of view but gave me a clear image that my escaping inmates were all in for a ride out. Two men in our orange jumpsuits came into the scene and ducked to drag my target away from a fighting position. A moment later, one of those same jumpsuits took the fighter’s spot, using his weapon to lay down effective fire to keep us pinned.

“You know what I hate about being a reeducation center for disaffected Colonial military?” Garza asked as he placed a trio of shots toward the building.

“No, but I bet you’re going to tell me,” I surmised as I loaded a fresh mag into my Zed-Nine.

“When stuff like this happens, we have to fight disaffected Colonial military!”

As if to illustrate the point, he dropped his grip to my drag handle and yanked me backward onto my fourth point of contact. With the augmented strength in his armor, he tossed me under the tractor’s reinforced frame like a bag of oats. Within a few confused seconds, a grinding squeal preceded a heavy impact against the machine.

“Should be good now,” he said, extending his hand.

I grabbed it, and he guided me back to my feet. Together, we took stock of the gaping crater in the side of the chassis. The hole had the look and smell of fried metal—that wet, peppery aroma that gets in the nostrils and permeates anything filtered through it with a similar taste.

“What did that?” I demanded

“Gyro-jet rifle loaded with an anti-armor warhead,” Garza confirmed. “My helmet picked up the targeting beam right as it crossed you. My guess is they’re prepping for us to send in the manechs and wanted to test out the right loads. If it matches what Volina reported, there should be a guy in armor like ours pulling that particular trigger.”

“I thought she said it was better than ours?” I said, trying to lighten the mood.

“As long as it doesn’t have a hole like that, it is,” Garza mocked. He tapped his trigger, venting a series of shots meant to drop the heads of the rebels firing from the windows around the structure. “Sigmar squad is on the other side of the processing plant. We got them pinned.”

A woman in rebel gear fired down at us from the observation deck. Her shots were good but not great. While some of the squad Garza brought with him were covered by the tractor, a good number weren’t. The bulk of the guardsmen did their best to utilize the terrain and the occasional piece of equipment, giving the shooter carte blanche to rain hell down on the guys who weren’t so lucky. As expected in situations like this, some of her shots missed completely while others struck guardsmen right in the densest parts of their plate armor. 

“Is it me, or has the Colonial military really let themselves go?” I asked.

Garza shrugged, using the action as an excuse to change his rifle’s magazine. “They’re using Low-V rounds. I would expect that in the corridors but not out here in the rings. We have plenty of space for High-V. Plus, we have that gyro-jet gunner, but the only person they’ve taken a shot at is you. Something you’re not telling me, sir?” 

“If they take me out, you’re in charge. Is there something you’re not telling me?” I laughed.

“Sir, with all due respect to that large office of yours, we all have a vested interest in keeping you alive. Ain’t a set of boots on this rig that wants your job.”

“Guess I’m stuck, then,” I groaned. “Have your troopers over there lay some smoke on that structure so we can advance.”

“See? That’s why you’re in charge,” Garza said.

He commed the troopers closest to him, giving the order to lay suppressive fire while others used underslung grenade launchers on their rifles to lob gas into the structure. The heavy poot sound repeated over the noise of outgoing fire, giving the guardsmen ample time to aim the grenades. Within a moment, we had a nice wispy gas flooding the place. The upside to all of this was that we’d take our attackers alive so we could perform thorough investigations. Unfortunately, we’d also have to destroy any foodstuffs exposed to the air or risk eating a bunch of chemical irritant along with our chow.

“Returned firing stopped,” I noted. “Send in the manechs. Let’s flush them out.”

“Already on it, sir.”

At Garza’s command, twin squads of combat androids—one for each side of the facility—descended upon the occupants like the armies of the Five Fires. While there were plenty of places to hide in a structure of this size, it wouldn’t be long before they were all scrambling to get free of it. Once our manechs stepped in with their ability to activate every nerve ending in their broadcast radius, these rebels would be begging for relief. Half the deployed robots entered the structure while the other twelve formed a perimeter to stanchion off those attempting to run.

“I almost feel bad for them. Almost,” Garza huffed. “Firebound rebels, making things hard for the rest of us. You’d think they’d be grateful our government stepped in to keep those Colonies from starving.”

“Not like they had a choice,” I said. 

While I didn’t agree with the fanatical guerrilla tactics the rebels seemed to favor, it wasn’t so long ago that my own Colony was taken into the fold by force. I’d been a kid during the annexation, but I’d benefited greatly in life due to the opportunities provided to me by a government I wasn’t born into. Acing the school testing, enlisting, and then joining the Navy as an officer, and staying within the boundaries of my assigned social score, I’d done well and crafted a decent life for my family.

“They could’ve refused the annexation, and we would’ve shown them the error of their ways,” Garza said a little more gleefully than I was comfortable with.

I was always ready to have this conversation again with anyone, especially the one who’d claimed to have my back, no matter what. We’d beaten this talking point like a dead horse, and in the end, we’d always agree to disagree on certain minor points of the government. Before I could tread the familiar talking points, a technician monitoring us from the control hub broke into our comms. 

“Commander Predaxes, Commander Garza, this is Task Sergeant Hinnley. I’m showing data core power interrupt on the twelve units that entered the building. Rebels took out the cameras. I have no eyes on what’s happening inside. Can you confirm if those units are still operational?”

Garza swept the structure with the optics in his helmet. “I’m seeing what you’re seeing, Task Sergeant. I have negative contact for those units. Instructing the cordon manechs to pull back, in the event this is a hack.”

Thinking back, I knocked against Garza’s shoulder plate. “Remember the shutdown in Ring Four? Do we have those tech-savvy inmates we sorted the other day under lock and key?”

“I don’t think anyone is accounted for at the moment, sir,” Garza stated more to himself than to me. “In fact, Task Sergeant Hinnley, I need a tracker ID trace on the following three inmates.”

While we waited for the info to flow back from Hinnley, a guardsman crouched behind a recycling bin asked, “Sir, how long are we gonna wait before we send someone in there to check things out?”

“Right now, we have the advantage,” I said. “They’re all hemmed up in there, and we have a heavily armed combat team supported by bots ready to turn the place into a shooting gallery if they try to run out. We wait.”

The man returned to his sector of fire just as Garza got his answer. “Sir, I just heard from Hinnley. First two hackers are accounted for, but the third, Yaltera, is missing from the grid. She’s the one from special warfare that served with, Malik.”

“That’s all I needed to hear,” I said, trying to hide the lack of confidence I had in our chances if that hacker blanked our systems again. “Just in case, have Sergeant Hinnley shut down the rest of the manechs. So much for our military-grade androids.”

“Hold on a minute, sir. That cuts our force considerably. Not to mention it’ll make it harder for us to corral anyone coming through those doors.”

“It’s been more than a minute since we sent enough smoke in there to choke a herd of kungors. I’m willing to bet the gas isn’t doing squat. Either that or they have rebreathers filtering it out. They’re not shooting, and now they’re waiting.”

“Or they’re all down,” Garza argued.

“You and I both know that’s not true.”

“Fine,” he conceded.

“It’s a good bet they knocked out our manechs with EMPs,” I said. “We need to get in there.”

Garza remained silent, most likely working through our options while he kept his eyes locked on the structure.

After long seconds, he spoke through the radio, “Hinnley, shut down the manechs in my vicinity and put a block on the ones inside the building to my front. Divert Noble squad from Spine duty to my location. How copy?”

“I copy,” Hinnley confirmed, “shut down all manechs at your location and institute a power block. Then divert Noble squad to your location.”

“Roger, out,” Garza responded, cutting the transmission. “Give it a minute, and we’ll have them, despite the manechs.”

I pointed past his helmet, not really wanting to downplay his report but feeling it was more important for him to see what was happening. Twin manechs from inside the building were still active and flanking the man in the specialized armor who’d shot at me. They stopped just ahead of the now deactivated android cordon, all three holding their hands outward to show that, while they had weapons, they wouldn’t be able to bring them to bear right away. 

As I watched them, waiting in the swaying grass set into this massive habitat ring, some part of me couldn’t help but wonder if this was all another act in the carefully crafted magic show they’d put on until now. All was quiet on the western front, as they say. It was a surreal picture. Here we were in space, surrounded by fields of green. Reminded me of my fighting days. And not in a good way.

“Commander Predaxes, I want to apologize for shooting at you,” the armored rebel trooper called out. His voice carried easily now that all violence had stopped. “It was a tactical decision, not a personal one. We have control of the manechs you sent for us, and I’d like to avoid further bloodshed. If you allow us to leave, I will instruct all active resistance fighters to depart immediately.”

Next to me, Garza pounded his fist against the tractor, swearing. “Hinnley just confirmed these skells have Noble Squad trapped in the Spine. They’re cutting through the hatch now, but it’ll be a minute.”

While I could practically hear Garza grinding his teeth inside his helmet, our emissary continued his speech.

“As you can see, we can take control of the station and your toys at will. While we have more than what we came for, we will not be leaving without loss. So let us both walk away and lick our wounds so we may fight another day.”

Garza flashed an instant message into my HUD, and I could practically hear it growling as it waited to be read. “Corporal Elliot has High-V rounds on his rig. Give the word, and we end this, now.”

Ignoring my second-in-command’s suggestion to fertilize my already lush farmland with the blood of our enemies, I stood so I could see the enemy over the armor provided by the tractor.

“That sounds like a good plan,” I shouted. “If I clear my people from the Spine, except for sensitive areas, will that give you the exit you need?”

“It would,” my counterpart said. He looked toward a Tornado Breaching Shuttle stuck through the ring’s hull more than a kilometer away. Its presence caused the hologram depicting the sky to flicker and spark. A gentle reminder that we weren’t in the Centridium anymore. 

“Yeah, I’m going to need you to only use the craft that penetrated the Spine. I don’t want to risk your departure from the nearby ships damaging the rings. Unless you rather we resume the little skirmish we had going?” I threatened.

“Not necessary,” the armored commander noted. “I understand your concern, and we’ll leave via the Spine. More than generous.”

Abandoning the pleasantries, he walked backward into the processing plant to disappear behind the sliding bay doors. When he was gone from view, Garza grabbed my arm, pulling me to face him. His helmet visor was up, and the man’s face was twisted into equal parts rage and control, struggling to see which side would win out. 

“How could you make a deal like that?” he nearly barked at me.

“Simple, we get an accurate count on the people that exit the building as well as a verified route to their way off the station. Once they’re in the Spine, we cut the gravity. The guy with armor has clips, and so do we, but the rest of them are wearing plain old boots.”

Kneeling next to me, Garza pounded his knuckles several times into the ground, as if the act chiseled away those parts of his personality that wouldn’t let him see that I had a plan. “And since all access hatches in the Spine automatically lock down in zero-g, we’ll have the time we need to herd them to a point of our choosing and lock them up. Five Fires, Ben, that’s a great plan.”

I pointed to him as if to say “and you doubt me?” Then, I activated my comms bead. “ARA, did you catch all that?”

“Yes, Commander. Rail guns are also operational again, sir,” the AI responded.

Garza shook his head at the AI’s confirmation. “You sneaky old bastard. Tornadoes coming out of a hull fly like crap in a windstorm. They move in close to scoop up their people.”

“And we punch a hole in their ship so big they have no choice but to come back to us where we disarm, capture, and prep for transfer to the Lenzaab Military Tribunal,” I said, finishing my friend’s statement. 

The first members of the enemy crew filed out of the processing plant. The procession started with my inmates. While my guardsmen and I remained hunkered behind whatever cover we could find, a steady stream of orange jumpsuits poured through the open doors, stalking across the pavement toward the access hatches leading from the ring to the Spine.

“Great Spirits,” Garza exclaimed to me in a private channel. “There has to be a couple of hundred inmates here.

“But only about twenty enemy fighters with legit gear and the solo commander type in the specialized armor.”

“I’m told it’s called FANG armor,” Garza said offhandedly.

“Right, well, once we get them into the Spine, this should be over quickly,” I said, barely believing my own hype. “ARA, open the service lift so they can get the enemy crew into the Spine in two trips.”

Cheerful in all things despite the situation, she responded, “Right away, Commander.” 

Garza leaned in. Since I wasn’t wearing a helmet, the faint clicking caught my attention. His glare was firmly fixed on the procession continuing toward the service lift even as his thumb flicked the safety switch on his rifle halfway between safe and fire and then back again. The weapon wouldn’t fire unless the selector lever actually slotted into one position or another, but the act itself was unsettling.

“That’s a smart piece of work, sir,” he said again. “First wave goes in and gets to their ships, strapping in and whatnot. Then the second crew goes in, and we cut the gravity. They’re confused from the loss of control, and the ones already locked in the ships come out to help, of course. At that point, everyone’s floundering about in zero-g.”

“Except for our friend in the cool armor, but he wouldn’t risk shooting with his people floating in the way,” I reasoned. An emergency message floated into my HUD, prompting me to step away. Before I left, I added, “Have Noble Squad comb through the processing plant once the last guy comes out. Direct our squad to shadow these guys to the Spine. If anyone tries to deviate, they have permission to shoot.”

Luckily, my XO could multitask as we slipped from cover and into a section of wall below one of the many observation points rigged about the ring. I keyed in my code to a panel and stepped from the very pleasant holographic sky into the murkiness of the passages leading to the OP.

“Good to see you didn’t get drilled, Commander. You too, Commander Garza,” Task Sergeant Kildane said as we exited the lift.

“Good to see you, Sergeant,” I responded. “Mr. Malik, my executive officer tells me you’ve been a great help during this assault. You even drove off one of their heavy raiders while protecting two of my people. Thank you for that.”

The man’s lithe frame conveyed none of the shock, apprehension, and doubt the rest of us were feeling. The only thing he looked was uncomfortable due to a set of restriction binders being placed across his wrists.

“You’re welcome,” he said, twisting his hands back and forth as if they’d just cuffed him, and he was trying to find the sweet spot. “It was the least I could do, seeing as they were risking their necks to save mine.”

Garza stepped past me, coming within inches of our newest inmate. “You really want us to believe all this spirit-of-cooperation nonsense? You blew up multiple buildings in the Lenzaaban Collective throughout Centridium space. And now, when you’re supposed to spend some time behind our walls, your friends mysteriously show up just as you get unloaded? What are you really up to?”

“Garz, let’s dial it back for a minute,” I said, hoping my XO didn’t try to rearrange Malik’s attitude through his face. There was a lot going on here, and I needed answers that would narrow my focus and secure the station again. “Mr. Malik. Can you tell us why they’re trying to kill you versus a rescue? Is there any rhyme or reason as to why they killed other prisoners with your family name?”

Malik looked to Garza before answering. “The only thing I can tell you is that an operation of this scope has ridiculous levels of secrecy. The guys doing the raid might’ve gone dark for some time before making the hit. Any intel they would’ve passed about me being here was, most likely, very limited.”

“As in your name,” Garza snarled. “You mean to tell me most of these guys don’t know who you are?”

“Not if they’ve been training for this off-grid,” Malik countered.

I interrupted them both from making any further jabs at each other. “I can follow that reasoning. Task Sergeant Kildane, get our friend here to the control hub. Work with Sergeant Hinnley to keep us updated. Malik, if you see something that can help us, say something.”

“See something; say something. Got it,” Malik said.

Kildane gave us a curt, “Yes, sir,” and departed, leading Malik and his guardsmen toward the hub.

Using my SIN-Link, I ran my override code for the service lockers at the back of the room. Waiting inside were emergency combat kits for the technicians should they need to strap up to fight against prisoners who’d made their way to the observation platform. I donned body armor earlier when we went into the ring but didn’t think I would need to worry about zero gravity. Plus, the crampons had a tendency to get clogged in the dirt.

A quick snap on each foot, and I had skeletonized webbing strapped around my boots. Tapping my link would activate the magnetic braces and lock me to any metal surface. Stepping into the passage, I was a lot happier that my boots clacked the same as Garza’s. I tapped my SIN device as my XO and I ran from the room.

“Talk to me, ARA,” I said.

“Commander, I have the first wave making the service lift right now. I estimate it will be roughly two minutes before they descend. Churno and Falco squads are moving to intercept you at the Spine on your level, sir.”

A twist in the passage and we stopped at a hatch for the Spine on the other end. “Confirm. Let me know when they get there.”

“Yes, sir,” ARA agreed. “We also have two squads of manechs descending to your location on the outside of the Spine, per your request.”

“Remind me never to play cards with you anymore,” Garza huffed. “Is it like that time you were in the Marines?”

I chuckled at the thought. “The time I let a cargo transport get shot up just to let the pirates get close to inspect the wreckage? That’s the plan. Manechs descend down the Spine and affix themselves to the outgoing Tornadoes. When they dock, they disembark to cause trouble.”

Garza nodded appreciatively. “Churno and Falco squads are in position. Hey, what about the mystery hacker? Won’t she dig into the manechs and take over like she did at the plant?”

“Data stream antennae are all turned off. ARA issued them all emergency short waves from the pioneer kits,” I said. These rebels weren’t the only ones who could be sneaky.

“The second lift is ascending to recover the remainder of the enemy body, Commander. We also have similar groups doing the same from the other rings,” ARA stated.

“All those people in the Spine, trying to board ships at once,” Garza said, shaking his head. “It’s going to be enemy stew in there. We don’t have the people for this.”

“We’ll be good. Just get ready for all the stupid about to occur,” I assured him. “ARA, secure the hatches on the other rings. Don’t let anyone but guardsmen enter the Spine.”

Reaching under the shoulder strap of my armor, I recovered a tube and stretched it along my neck to my face. I removed a section of fabric from the armor and plugged the connector into the hose. A flash current expanded the fabric into a breathing mask, hardening the surface until it became as rigid as rubberized plastic. I placed it over my face and conducted a radio check to make sure it was serviceable enough to broadcast over the link.

“Commander, the second wave is on the lift and making the run to the center of the Spine,” ARA announced.

“Wait thirty seconds, then cut the gravity,” I said as I activated the boots with a hiss-clunk. “You go with Churno Squad. I’ll jump the gap and work with Falco.”

“No sir,” Garza objected. “Someone has to keep you out of trouble.”

“And if we both get smoked in the encounter, who’s going to run the station? Kildane? Volina?” I countered.

At least I couldn’t hear him sigh into his helmet. But his body language spoke a whole different story. He knew I was right, but his conscience was ready to beat him up about letting his armorless friend get into a gunfight in zero gravity without him.

At thirty seconds, the feeling from the slight hum permeating the station stopped. The ignored vibration we all lived with on the Spine went absent in my boots as I felt the pressure in my ankle from the brace as my body tried to float away from the decking. Timed with the gravity deactivation, the hatch in front of us sliced open, and I jumped through. 

When going to work on a prison station, the Lenzaab military requires hundreds of hours of zero gravity training prior to assignment. While the government pretends to be the savior of the people and a hope for a better tomorrow, they are realists enough to know they buy from the lowest bidder in all their contracts. Things break, and if gravity is one of them, we all need to know how to get around well enough to make a fix. A small portion of the training is for combat, but lucky for me, the Marines don’t see it that way. 

Jumping in zero gravity is strange. You can’t just give it all you’ve got and know that gravity will keep you honest about it. You not only have to worry about starting the jump but also stopping. Too hard a push without some intervening force to slow you down, you’re going to crash into something equal in force to your jump. Then there’s the fight your brain has with the rest of you. It’s programmed to think if boots aren’t on the ground, a fall is right around the corner. In this environment, height really means nothing unless there’s a worry that gravity might kick in again. If that were to happen, all the trappings of falling go into very real effect as you get an instant lesson on the outcome from a long drop and a sudden stop. 

Below me, a gaggle of prisoner orange and the few gray-clad raiders were acting like a spill in slow motion. We were all free-floating over hundreds of floors of space, and unlike the forewarned, they were freaking out a little. Some were smart. They instantly rolled over to catch the decking before drifting too far away to do so. Others floated into the expanse and flailed wildly. Seeing as there was still atmosphere in the shaft, hectic motions against the air acted like a bird’s wings and sent them tumbling erratically into and around each other.

I flipped in mid-jump, putting my magnetic braced boots between me and the rapidly approaching bulkhead. Flexing my knees as my toes struck the metal, I was rewarded with a metallic clack and a small indicator dot flashing green in my HUD, letting me know my connection to the surface was strong. Beside me another hatch vomited out the guardsmen from Falco Squad to join me.

“ARA, when they’re through, seal and flood the Spine,” I ordered.

“Yes, Commander.”

A tingle spread across my face as the air grew heavy from the next part of my plan. Below, one of my prisoners shouted at one of the grays. “No! Don’t shoot that unless you’re braced against the deck!” He held out his hand in a vain attempt to stop the inevitable.

The gray raider—dumb as dung and twice as ugly—fired his rifle anyway. The low-velocity rounds shrieked through the chamber. With the weapon braced against his shoulder, the round going off tumbled him into one of his nearby teammates, thumping them against the lift’s decking. The round zinged through the Spine, striking the surface next to me with a spark.

Somewhere in the sea of bodies below us, someone yelled, “Gas! Gas! Gas!”

The age-old alarm against chemical attacks was drilled into every soldier, Marine, and spacer out there, and as part of the constantly reinforced training, the majority of them held their breath in hopes this nightmare could turn around for them. While the training kicked in immediately for some, others buoyed, limply unconscious as an additional obstacle for the attackers’ escape. 

Turned out our gyro-jet friend wasn’t the only one wearing FANG armor. Two more of them bounded to the other side of the Spine to get a better bead on us while avoiding shooting the flotsam that was their allies. Of course, they would have armor like mine with built-in masks. Colonial life was often ship life, and if things failed and gasses vented, it paid to have a rebreather to keep all those nasty particles out of your lungs. They landed in a crouch to loop their legs against parts of the bulkhead like wire couplings or extended struts, keeping them anchored to their spots in order to fight back. 

That’s when the rounds came at us along with who appeared to be the FANG I’d brokered this little deal with. He bounded across to his buddies, landing with the same finality we did, thanks to our magnetic boots. Putting his back against a strut, he took aim with the gyro-jet rifle.

“Commander, he’s sighting along the bulkhead ahead of your position,” ARA announced, and as always, she seemed happy about it.

“If he breaches the hull with that thing, anyone not secured will get a firsthand look at what vacuum does to anything in a pressurized metal tube!” I shouted.

Frantic gunfire from the guardsmen on both sides raced down the Spine’s length as they struggled to get a solid shot on the armored aggressor, pummeling the bulkhead and prisoners alike. One shot found its mark, punching the armor in the shoulder opposite his weapon. His boots and the zero gravity arrested his fall, but not before he mashed the trigger on his own weapon. The high whistle of the round leaving the chamber sounded above the rapidly dwindling screams in the Spine as the sleeping gas took effect. Displaying the very effective development of the specialized weapons, the gyro-jet micro-missile juked around multiple forms hanging impotently in null gravity and raced free of the obstacles onto its target. 

It detonated against the hatch below me. The high-explosive round blasted a hole the size of a man’s head into the armored portal, nearly ripping it free from the frame. Another shot lanced out, blasting against a portal at the opposite side.

“Commander, it appears he is trying to vent some of the sleep agent from the Spine,” ARA said.

“You think?” I shouted as I put more rounds at him. “Deploy the manechs from airlock Seven-Three-Three. Have half of them work the breaches, and the other half drive them into higher concentrations of the gas!”

Near the base of the Spine, just above where the segregation housing units were built, several airlock doors vented steam and a host of combat androids. Appearing as though wearing the same hard armor as the guardsmen with a multi-eyed helmet glowing in the gloom, the androids thrust from the bottom of the station at a rate that would be less than ideal for a human. They shot past the clump of floating inmates, some catching the wayward prisoners on their way through. A unit with its number stenciled on its shoulder, Sigmar-One-Four-One—which I believe was the same one that saved my hide back in the tussle in Ring Four—landed a few meters ahead of me with his captured prisoner in an outstretched hand. The sudden stop forced the man to inhale sharply, drawing in the higher concentration of particles into his lungs. His struggling ceased in the android’s outstretched arm, and the machine stuffed him against a bulkhead strut.

One-Four-One shot a grapple from its gauntlet to tie close to the ruptured door. With its other hand, it joined its fellow troopers in laying down suppressing fire to keep anyone still shooting at bay. When two androids tackled the military leader in FANG armor, One-Four-One dragged itself to the door to commence a patch job as fast as its processors would allow.

The androids battling the enemy leader were quickly turned into scrap as the man slashed with a mono-machete from his kit. Android parts and the bluish, viscous liquid that acted as their blood floated around him as he recovered his rifle. A motion from his arm sent anyone with enough purchase on the station in an excited scramble for the open hatches of the Tornado shuttles beyond them. With bays full of rescued prisoners, the shuttles in the Spine’s interior took up the welcome mat and pulled their hatches shut. Anyone not lucky enough to make these ships followed FANG toward a hatch a floor below, where an android was at work patching. Two quick shots from the gyro-jet rifle and the hatch next to him was blown open.

“Commander! You catching that action below?” Garza yelled into the comms.

“Nothing to do about it. We have to get every prisoner behind a hatch now! When those ships get their go order and pull from the Spine, we’re going to be in for a very bad day!”

I turned my attention to the ship AI. “ARA, command override the door beside me but keep everything in zero gravity. It’ll make for a faster recovery of prisoners.”

“Yes, Commander. We also have an additional complication. Enemy combatants are moving away from the Spine to the ships embedded in Rings Three and Two,” my happy AI admitted.

“Assign all remaining squads to emergency breach procedures. We don’t have the personnel to stop the ones leaving and save the ones who stayed. Saving those rings is going to be a priority.”

“Yes, Commander. Do you need additional support to⁠—” 

“Negative, ARA,” I countered. “We have manechs and two squads of guardsmen with us. We can control the prisoners we save. Get those breach teams in place!” 

Garza landed next to me with a hard clack of his boots, slamming the bulkhead. “Into the hatch, now! Not a request. That first shuttle is pulling, and we have enclosed armor. Get in there now!”

He thrust me through the hatch into the hall as two of the men from Churno shoved an additional six inmates into the hall with me. The last man pushing through joined me, along with Sigmar-One-Four-One. The hatch shut before I could protest, leaving me in the hallway with roughly thirty inmates for the three of us to control. I began separating them from any weapons still in their grips, so we didn’t end up with a stalemate on our hands. The manech tipped the odds in our favor. I’d have to remember his designation for the future.

Even with their numbers, I didn’t want to risk our chances sliding from side to side. 

A grinding shudder wove its way into my boots, followed by a buffeting feeling. The first Tornado had pulled from the hull. The vibrations continued as ship after ship dug their way back through the bulkhead plating to the vacuum beyond. 

“Commander, this is Garza. You good?”

“Yeah, Garz,” I said through comms. “We’re good in here. Everyone’s still on mandatory nap time. How bad?”

“Of the hundred or so floaters that couldn’t get a grip on the station, we rescued roughly seventy before they breached. I got manechs working to seal it now, but it’s going to be a minute. All my guys out here are in armor; so we’re good.”

“Thank the Spirits you made it, brother,” I said. “And thanks for saving me too.”

I could hear the worry in my XO’s voice when he responded. “Maybe we’re finally even. Now let’s assess the damage and see where we go from here.”


CHAPTER 7

PREDAXES



Sparks rained down all around me as I traversed the level. Much to my chagrin, Garza had insisted I wear my full military armor. In addition, he assigned Sigmar-One-Four-One to act as my nanny. Lucky me. But with my helmet on and the armor sealed, the sparks, fumes, and smells associated with repairing a giant metal tube floating in space weren’t that bad.

“I can see you brooding from here,” came ARA’s voice over comms.

“Is there a brooding sensor in this helmet? If so, turn it off,” I said, not caring whether the AI found my joke funny or not. I disengaged my boots from the platform and jumped. While zero gravity made everyday tasks more difficult in the confines of the station, there were some times it was a definite perk. I floated past a level where the manechs worked to secure a piece of hull plating into a breach caused by the Tornado insertion craft. If they were in gravity, the piece they were handling would’ve needed an industrial crane to position. Out in zero-g, a walk in the park for four motivated bots. 

Another flash of sparks raced by as the androids just behind me finished a weld on a platform that had been sheared off by the departing craft. I let two more floors sail past me before reaching out to take hold of a girder jutting out over the expanse. Letting momentum do its job, I eventually swung up and onto the attached platform where I could get out of the way during all the construction.

“Commander, do you approve of the repairs?” ARA asked.

“Looks like everything is going according to schedule, ARA. But this could take months to accomplish. We’re in a lot of trouble.”

The hatch flashed open, bringing me into a partition made of hardened, clear plastics affixed to a metal pressure door. The makeshift airlock was crude, but emergency fixtures like this had been a staple among space-based shipping for generations, providing rapid access to exit the pressurized sections of a ship when needed. I was more than grateful for it, even though they took a long time to establish a pressure balance between its interior and that of the station. The sad part here was that if we didn’t use these pop-up locks, we’d be forced to drop to the bottom of the Spine and walk the length of the station until we found a serviceable airlock.

Signal indicators told me I was free to move about and a turn of the wheel handle released the pressure door. I pulled myself from the enclosure into a slow-motion flight across the passage, coming to a halt halfway down when I saw the bright yellow sign warning me that gravity would increase to normal levels beyond this point. Clipping my boots to the deck plating, I walked steadily, eventually feeling the weight of gravity returning, first to my shoulders and then to my knees, reminding me again that I wasn’t a young man anymore.

I stepped from the passage hatch into a flurry of activity. Prisoners guarded by manechs moved with a purpose, affecting repairs or carrying much-needed materials to the Android work crews moving about the station. Guardsmen watched from the myriad observation points to ensure the prisoners were behaving as requested. Chunky cascades of sparks accompanied the sounds of construction that further mixed into the ever-present complaining prisoners did on work details. I slithered through to get to the connector passage for Ring One.

The sun was just starting to dip below the artificial horizon when I entered the holographic skyline. I was pleasantly surprised to see that. Sunset meant two things as far as I was concerned. One, I had lost track of time during the supervision of the repairs in the Spine. Two, the duty day was almost done, and I could catch a nap in my office chair since my quarters had been destroyed by one of the Tornado ships.

Gripping the sides of my helmet, I removed it just enough to hover above my jawline, letting the gasses from the interior of the armor vent in the more normalized atmosphere of the ring. My chest filled with something that didn’t smell like a recycled gym towel and I relished in the sweet-tasting air. I hadn’t been here long enough to forget the smell of real air, though. It always felt like appraising a piece of replicated art—something off about it. Some detail the replicator either missed or didn’t get right, like drawing hands or feet. It might’ve been better than any recycled air from my helmet or the station, but it was still fake.

I strolled through the grasses on my way to a group of buildings set into a right-angled U-shape. For some reason, every time I passed through like this, I always held one of my hands up to feel the grasses pass under my palm. There was something soothing about it as if I wasn’t locked in here like a prisoner myself. It was almost as if the act reminded me there was something else waiting for me when this was over.

The construction androids created impromptu SHUs to house our more aggressive prisoners until the repairs to the Spine were complete. I stepped into the center of the squared horseshoe-shaped configuration to a series of tables where the guards and their gear waited for me. But instead of a guard shift full of manechs and my staff, the station’s senior command team were seated there, taking in a meal and quietly talking amongst themselves. 

Task Sergeant Kildane leaped to his feet when he saw me, which triggered my not now reflex. “As you were. I don’t need anyone expending unnecessary energy on my behalf. You had to do enough of that over the last few days.”

I dropped in between Kildane and Garza, tearing open a meat stick packet from a pouch on my gear.

“We got real food here, sir,” Garza pointed out.

“Yeah, when everyone else has eaten what they need to get the job done, I’ll grab some scraps. You lot need to keep up, though.”

“I’m through, sir,” Garza said. “Haven’t even touched this side of the plate. Yours if you want it.”

“Thanks, brother. But you really should eat it. Keep the calories up.” I used a tone he wouldn’t argue with.

We’d switched our COB—close of business—meetings here to give the guardsmen a break for a real supper time and because no one wanted to be near the SHU. It gave us some privacy while allowing us to enjoy a little time outside the confines of the station passages and cabins. 

“We should’ve built something like this a long time ago,” Garza commented, gesturing to the room.

“You’re not wrong,” I agreed. “But as luck would have it, we’re probably looking at a lot more of this for the foreseeable future.”

That stopped pretty much everyone in mid-chew. Kildane alone had the courage to challenge me on it. “How is that, sir?”

I snapped off a bite of meat stick. “After surveying the repairs, both inside and out, I had a little one-on-one time with ARA. Turns out we’re in some serious trouble out here.”

The looks I got from around the table told me they knew the score. It just hadn’t hit the board yet. Their expressions also told me they were looking at me as the head coach. To have a strategy in a game it didn’t look like we could win. 

“What’s the plan, sir?” Kildane asked. The way he said it indicated he knew I had one. Despite the fact I’d walked over here like a tired old man and plopped down with my pathetic ration stick, this hard-nosed sergeant knew I had a plan.

“Well, the news isn’t good, but we’re not totally smoked, either. So here’s what we got: repairs are progressing but we’re running out of materials. With Rings Two and Three down, we have barely six months of food left for the station, not counting ration packs.”

Everyone glared down at what was left of their meals.

“How much of that do we have?” Garza asked, pushing around a root vegetable with his fork.

“If it’s just for the staff, we have enough for three months of one meal per day, per person.” I let the rest hover there like a led balloon.

“If we use it to feed the inmates as well?” Garza followed up.

“Roughly a week,” I answered.

The groans raised and floated about the table as they took in the news. Eventually, Volina raised her hand. “If we can’t get the antennae fixed, how long until Fleet sends someone to check on us?”

“During the fight, we broadcast our situation to Fleet Command,” I started. “But as you know, the antennae were damaged during the incident. Thankfully, ARA made its repair a priority yesterday after the fight. It’s up and running.”

Cheers and shouts of approval ran around the room. A couple even clapped. Only Garza knew something was off. He knew that edge to my voice because he’d heard it before—when the two of us were stranded in the middle of a prison riot with no backup—one that made what happened on Prison Station Twelve look like a cakewalk. 

I held up a hand. Everyone quieted. “When the system came back online, ARA retrieved a message fragment from Fleet Command in the comms buffer.”

I took another bite, letting my fellows begin to process what I was about to say. “It said, ‘Good luck.’ After that, there was no other traffic.”

Garza swore.

“What?” Kildane asked. “What is it?”

Garza shook his head and pushed his meal away from him. “The wormhole’s gone, isn’t it?”

I nodded slowly. “At some point after that message was sent, it collapsed on us.”

If anything I had to say caused them to break, it would be this. I tried to make my voice as flat as possible so no one would pick up on the sheer rage I was trying to keep down. If I let myself get angry now, it would shatter the confidence troopers like Kildane had in me. I had to keep it together for their sake so we could all find our way home. 

“How long until they open it again?” Lieutenant Volina asked meekly—an attribute she rarely showed.

“From the records we have concerning the spacial anomaly we know as the wormhole, there’s no guarantee they can,” I said. 

“They had to do it,” Garza said through the silence, threatening to overwhelm the table. “They had to cut us off. Every prisoner on this station was sent here because they’d gone against the government and got caught. There are some high-level prisoners who fought the Lenzaaban Collective out of loyalty to the Colonies who would do so again if they got free. They had to do it.”

“I have a baby coming in six months,” Kildane said as he stared across where the ring disappeared into the backward horizon. 

I put a hand on his shoulder. The thought of never seeing my family again was something I wouldn’t entertain at the moment.

“We all had a lot of things, Task Sergeant. But we have to focus on the here and now,” I said to gather everyone’s attention away from their dread and back to me. “And this isn’t the end for any of us. We have resources on this station that can make our next steps doable. But we have to be willing to take a leap of faith in order to take them.”

“This place really is Purgatory,” Volina commented under her breath.

“I’m really not going to like this,” Garza said. 

“Probably not,” I agreed. “ARA pulled up old surveys of the sector prior to Station Twelve going online. There’s a planet close enough that, between our four shuttles, we can transfer ourselves and almost the entire prison population to the surface if we make multiple trips. Then we can leave a token population of guards, manechs, and inmates to continue affecting repairs on the station. If all goes well, we can return to the station in three to six months.”

“Three to six months?” Kildane shouted, finally losing his cool. He shot from his position at the table to lean against the adobe-built housing unit. With his head against the wall, he pounded his fist lightly against the stone, not caring if it bothered the inmate inside. After a moment, he’d come out from whatever he’d just worked through and made it back to us. “Sorry, sir. I’m sorry. I just… I wanted to be there for at least one of my children’s births, but why start now? I’m good, sir. Sorry, sir.”

“We also need to do less of that,” I said.

“Sorry, sir,” he said again.

“No. Not the freaking out part but saying sorry. None of this is our fault, and everyone here worked to not only save countless lives, but you did your respective homeworlds proud. I’m proud of how you fought them off. From this point on, none of you are allowed that word.”

I stood and hovered my SIN-Link over the table. A map of the sector displayed across the metal, showing both our position and that of the planet.

I pointed at a small planet with a large temperate zone that would accommodate our needs. “This is the closest habitable world in our sector of space. Faebos. It had originally been a Colonial mining interest before the Lenzaabs annexed the Colony holding the deed. They sent scouts to assess the site’s viability and determined the reason the Colonials had abandoned it was valid enough for them to ignore it.”

“Such as?” Garza asked. He was going full gruff and quiet mode, which meant he knew where I was going with this, and he was ready to pitch a fit.

“Such as the natives are mostly hostile to outsiders, and because of the distance involved to the Centridium. Of course, this was well before the wormhole, but the government was content to leave it and mine elsewhere.”

“Tell them the real reason you think this is going to work for us,” Garza huffed and begrudgingly added the word “sir” after it.

I knocked on the table, staring him down to indicate this was neither the time nor the place. “What Lieutenant Commander Garza means to say is we might have to work with a few of the inmates to accomplish this.”

Groans floated about the table in much the same fashion cheers did only a moment before. As was his way, Kildane took the lead to voice his concern. “Sir, we have a pretty solid batch of military here with their share of experience. Plenty of us have worked all over the Colonies in service to Lenzaaban. Why would we want to work with them?”

“The better question is why they would want to work with us,” Volina added.

“I can see your concern on this one,” I agreed. I kept my voice flat and calm but also added a bit of sneer to hammer home the point. “So if we’re working without the inmates, how many of you know how to survey a planet?”
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I tried to let in the light a little at a time, so I didn’t blind the kid behind the door. To his credit, it wouldn’t have mattered. Malik’s eyes were closed when I entered the SHU, walking into the spongy plastic flooring that served to keep out the creepy-crawlies from the soil beneath. When I’d first taken this post, I thought it was weird to see all manner of insects on the charts. After all, why would we want bugs where we lived? The answer to that was something I never entertained because I wasn’t a farmer. I never took into account the effects of pollination, aeration, decomposition, and the many other contributions insects bestow to an ecosystem in order for it to thrive without intervention from us.

Much like the farmland, it seemed Mr. Malik didn’t need us either.

He had his feet up on the small bench that also served as a bed in the SHU. He’d taken the cellulose mattress we’d given him in appreciation for saving our people and turned it vertical, so he didn’t get any dust on it. With his hands on the flooring, he did slow-count pushups in a ticking rhythm to put tremendous strain on his muscles. I stepped sideways to let the light from the ceiling outside shine over him and was surprised by what I saw. 

His right arm was covered in round scars interspersed with long dragging lesions that were thickest around the shoulder. Whatever had caused the injury must have been horrific by any standard, and he most likely suffered terribly for it as the scars had remained. If he’d been in a Lenzaab unit, they would’ve sent him for gene treatment and cellular therapy to regenerate the damaged tissue. With his jumpsuit top tied around his waist, he was the very model of a professional athlete but riddled with scars that spoke of a life no sane man would wish for.

“If I am not chosen, I must choose myself,” he muttered into the dark. “Ever read Draessimus?”

“Afraid I haven’t,” I admitted. “May I impose?”

With a single motion that was equal parts hop and acrobatics, Malik righted himself, landing on his feet with the grace of a gymnast. He plopped on the bench, where he offered to set the mattress down for my comfort.

When I declined, he said, “You’re definitely not like the other wardens I’ve met. You ask rather than demand, and you question rather than accuse. Strange for a Lenzaab.”

“Do I look like a Lenzaab?” I asked.

“If it walks like a duck…”

“Fair point, Mr. Malik. Truth is, I’m not so different from you. I simply chose the path of lesser resistance.”

“By that definition, we are worlds apart,” he said.

“Another fair point,” I told him. “Truth is, my people had lost the war. When we were annexed, I didn’t choose this life. It chose me.”

“Touching. Is this where you tell me that I, too, could be an upstanding Lenzaab citizen?”

“Not exactly. But this place—I believe you’ve heard it called Purgatory? The idea of Prison Station Twelve was to show captured Colonial military and disaffected Lenzaab citizens that we’re not the enemy. We all have a role to play in society, and by playing it, we can all live more productive and satisfying lives,” I said, quoting almost word for word from the station’s welcome handbook.

“You know what the problem with that theory is? People. You can’t cage a bullek and expect it not to run you down every time you enter the paddock.”

At this point, most inmates would’ve braced for the rebuke I should’ve given him for insulting my precious nation. Instead, he continued with his morning by snatching a towel from a soft peg on the wall. 

“How would you like to escape the paddock?”

He looked up at me. “Sir?”

“I have to conduct a mission, and I’d like you to help me,” I said. Malik seemed like the type of guy who didn’t really beat around the bush unless he was stalling for time or information, so I figured the direct approach was the way to go here. “The people who came to kill you dropped a ton of damage on the station. With two rings out of commission, until we can figure a way to repair them, we won’t make it six months with the stores we have.”

“No rescue?” he asked. He wasn’t mocking me. Though I could tell by the way he hesitated before speaking it wasn’t for lack of want. 

I shook my head. “No. Whoever those people were, they took their battleship and fled for parts unknown. The reason they didn’t fly back through the wormhole is, well… it isn’t there anymore.”

If this was a shock to him, Malik didn’t show it. He nodded slowly. “Makes sense. You have a station full of inmates who wanna see the Lenzaaban government burn and a bunch of rebels with a ship that makes them a real threat for any part of Centridium space they decide to visit. You don’t wanna see what happens when those two groups collide and the station guards end up on the losing side. Why wouldn’t they collapse it? Lock us all fifty years away and let time and hunger do their work for them.”

I nodded absently. “You really think it was Lenzaaban who collapsed the hole?”

He finished toweling himself off to stuff his scarred arms back into his jumpsuit. “You don’t?” 

There wasn’t a lot of refuting the kid’s logic. Even thinking of him as a kid was wrong. He might’ve been twenty years younger than me, but I’d wager my commander’s rank that he’s seen his fair share of things in the galaxy. Although he looked young, the soul trapped in the man’s skull might as well have been some ancient war strategist looking for some new battlefield in the stars. What I didn’t want was for him to be right. If I had to think about my government willingly abandoning me so I couldn’t rejoin my family, I’d go mad.

“I’ll hold onto the dream that you’re wrong while knowing you probably aren’t,” I said.

“So, do I have a choice in this mission?”

“You always have a choice,” I told him.

He spread his hands out as if to discourage my train of thinking.

“Again, fair point. I did pose the question though, didn’t I? Would you like to leave the cage?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Who wouldn’t?”

“Good. This is Sigmar-One-Four-One. He’ll stay with you while you clean up and get dressed. Once you’re ready, he’ll bring you to the hangar,” I declared as I stood. Rotating my helmet in my hand, part nervous habit, and part prep for actually putting it on, I motioned for One-Four-One to join Malik in his cell. “You see, I’m pretty sure you wanted to get transferred here or someplace like here. There’s even a part of me, however small, that feels you were tied into the attack on this place. Regardless of that stabbing in my gut, I’m the one with no choice. I’d be a fool not to yoke myself to that kind of ingenuity, despite the consequences that may bite me in the backside.”

“I have no interest in your backsides,” he said.

I smiled. “Good to know. One-Four-One, he’s all yours.”

“Thank you, Commander,” the Sigmar unit said.

I left my caretaker android with Malik as I left the SHU. I returned the salutes from the two guards remaining on the outside to pick up the seg-unit’s evening shift. My boots slogged across the trampled-down half circle that was the SHU on my way to the outer wall where my lift waited. When I was almost to the structure, I finally donned my helmet to find a message waiting in the SIN-Link.

“ARA, what is it?” I asked, tapping the link and then the controls for the lift.

“Sorry to bother, Commander. I was ordered by Lieutenant Commander Garza to have you contact him when you were free of the scumbag,” ARA said cheerfully.

“Scumbag?” I echoed. I knew where the comment actually originated, but it didn’t hurt to have confirmation. 

“Those were Lieutenant Commander Garza’s words, Commander. I would never utilize such crude language unless instructed to,” she said, almost apologizing for parroting the XO’s words. 

“No explanation necessary, ARA. I figured as much,” I said, flipping the channel on my SIN-Link. The new connection populated in my helmet while the first part of the translucent energy field secured me to the lift. “Garz, it’s me. You need me?”

“Yes, sir,” he said sourly into the comms. “This is my four hundred and twenty-first attempt to keep you from doing the epically stupid thing you’re about to do.”

“I’m coming to you now so you can yell at me in person,” I joked. “Did you get the other two?”

“Yeah, they’re here,” he said. “They were put into the SHU for taking part in that little shindig caused by the Marine you liked so much. You sure you want to put that much trust in them?”

“We really don’t have a choice,” I said. The irony of my words wasn’t lost on me. Perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps, sometimes, your lot in life is determined by factors not your own.

I tried to look over the edge of the lift platform and was rewarded for it by knocking my helmet into the very solid retention field the lift used to keep us secure during our trips through the station. The platform came to a sudden stop and transitioned to its tram configuration, which meant I was in for a ride around the station rather than through it.

ARA must’ve detected me rolling my eyes in frustration because she broadcast an image from a bulkhead camera depicting a break in the hull on this side. Well, it was better to go around than to crash into the side of the Spine.

“I want to go on record that this is a stupid plan,” Garza complained through the link. 

“Duly noted.”

“They’re dissidents, defectors, and objectors to our government, sir. They’ll shank you the first chance they get.”

“Let’s not give them the chance, then.”

He continued as if I hadn’t said a word. “We should leave them on the station with the bots, and we go planetside.”

“That sounds great,” I said, making sure to manifest the proper disbelief in my voice. “But seeing as none of us knows how to scout for clean water or the best ways to skin and clean game—provided there’s anything like that on Faebos—our choices are limited here, Garz. These Colonial Scout Rangers were supposedly planetary survey monkeys long before it was a bot’s job. They still trained it in basic.”

“So bring bots,” he argued.

“The station will never get repaired if we don’t leave the bulk of them here.”

He sighed but offered nothing in way of a verbal response.

“Be there in a few,” I told him.

“Roger, out.”

The lift reconfigured into the tram and I was rocketing along the mag-rails inside the station. Once again, the memory of being stuck in one of these and needing to climb out ran through my mind. I’d been tired then. I was exhausted now. I wasn’t sure I could handle another wall scale.

ARA asked if I wanted to shift the tram back into a platform once we cleared the obstruction, making me think she sensed my apprehension. I waved her off. The next few days—if not weeks—would offer as much standing time as I could handle, and what harm would it do if I gave my knees a break? Within moments, the flashing lights and twisting corridors housing the lift gave way to a sliding portal that opened into the station’s hangar.

Mostly abandoned and used for storage, the boxes and racks holding a wealth of materials had been moved to make room for the converted Zedatross scout shuttles. Confiscated from the Colonials, the Zedatross, sometimes called the Fat Bird, resembled a triangular hauler craft that’d gone a little heavy on the junk food, leaving a significantly larger back end to the ship. Holos and records dating back generations had declared the Fat Birds a glaring success across multiple campaigns on Colonial worlds. From pirates to petty warlords, seeing a load of Ransackers riding the side doors on fully armed Fat Birds was like getting an invitation from the Five Fires to your own funeral. 

Unfortunately for us, these particular models weren’t armed. That, and the fact that we had a crew of inmates working on them, was enough to give my approaching XO a look of indigestion as he removed his helmet.

“Good to see you,” he said, taking my arm by the wrist, “even though I plan on kicking your can out an airlock so we don’t have to suffer any more of the dumb idea fairy.”

I returned his handshake and spun him toward the craft where a horde of androids and orange jumpsuits were working. “You ain’t kicking me out. I’m leaving.”

“I meant what I said the other day,” Garza said. “I don’t want your job.”

“You don’t have to take it. Put Volina in charge of security ops. You run the repairs. If she has a problem, she runs it through you,” I advised as I stuck my head into the shuttle’s side panel door. 

It was spacious inside, with plenty of room for inmates if we had to move them. For the time being, the single ship was being loaded with a heaping dose of the rations and ammunition for our little scouting trip, should the need arise.

“And what am I supposed to do while she’s technically running things?” Garza huffed.

“Probably pirating my cigars and practicing the I-told-you-sos,” I said.

Since this whole thing began, I really hadn’t seen my XO laugh, crack a smile, or even do anything remotely close to just enjoying our time out from under the thumb of our government. No Fleet big wigs dropping check-in calls to see what we were doing. Nothing even resembling a snap inspection. This was the first time I’d seen a genuine change in the man’s demeanor toward the friend I’d come to rely on, rather than a rival challenging me at every opportunity. 

“I think I can make that work,” Garza said. “So, before you get on this boat, we have her fully fueled, and ARA ran a systems check. She’s ready to fly. We have our inmates loading up supplies in case you have to stay there to do whatever it is you think will make the place ready for us. Two CT-81s are also being strapped onto the deck for you in the event something needs a screw tightened.”

“Thanks, Garz,” I offered. “This is crazy, isn’t it?”

“Crazy as it gets,” he responded. “I’ll try not to worry as long as you promise to bring me back something pretty.”

“Get out of here, you bum!” I said, cheerfully rendering a salute as I moved toward the shuttle cockpit. 

It was weird sitting behind the controls of a Fat Bird. Unlike the ships I flew in the Marine Corps, I’d never run a stick on these. As I was flight-rated, the Lenzaab military insisted all such spacers practiced on the simulations in case we had to move captured craft from this flight line or that hangar. The sims hadn’t gotten the controls right and things that should’ve been within my reach had to be stretched for. 

I tapped my SIN-Link for ARA. “What can I do for you, Commander?” she asked as though she was taking my lunch order.

“From what I remember of these ships, there was limited architecture for an AI. Can you clone and fit into the copilot’s seat?”

“Fleet Command already created a simplified clone for flight operations, Commander. While the ship’s AI will have the ability to assist you in flight, it won’t be as diverse as I am,” ARA said.

“But hopefully, has all the charm?” I asked, smiling.

“For all purposes, my personality has been transferred.”

“Noted. Bring up the AI, please.” I went about my preflight checks while ARA knocked the ship’s intelligence out of bed. With any luck, the onboard controller was fully capable of serving as my copilot.

“Welcome to tail number Asedo-Noble-Four-One, Commander. I am your copilot, the Automated Pilot Programmed Assistant, but you can call me APPA.”

“Great to be on board, APPA,” I said, not really meaning it. The weird thing about working with AI was that most of the time, you just went through the motions of a conversation. They did really well when talking about checklists, priorities of work, or something they were actually programmed for. Interpersonal banter or anything relating to how real people actually interacted with each other tended to leave them confused. As ARA said, she had a bit of a personality programmed in, but speaking to an AI as simple as APPA was more about you just talking than it was about being friendly with someone.

“Roll systems through preflight and sync with ARA for an accurate time hack to get us through the rings,” I said. While she—and I say “she” because both ARA and APPA sounded like women—executed her job, I focused on mine. Roughly a squad of men as well as an equal number of manechs joined me for this trip, not counting the CTs, or Construction-and-Tech androids. My biggest challenge was going to be managing everyone while not getting any of us killed.

“I haven’t ridden in one of these since the offensive on Telakos,” sounded a voice from behind me. 

“Welcome aboard, Mr. Calvo,” I said, peering over my shoulder. “If I remember correctly, you were rated as a Master Sergeant. Suppose you would be so kind as to wrangle our squad together and mind the manechs. They know what they have to do, so you won’t need to guide them.”

If half the file was true on my newly issued Marine friend, then I had nothing to worry about as he ditched the cockpit for the cargo bay.

“Aye, sir. Thanks for getting me out of the hole for this.”

Outside the cockpit viewscreen, Garza inspected the blast doors ready to vent us into the cold dark. Like me, he’d worked aboard several carriers in his day and knew what to look for when checking for any hang-ups that would catch on this or that piece of the hull. It was especially important when a dock hadn’t been used in a while—like this one. Things had a tendency to pile up or not be secured properly in such cases, which had a propensity to make a mess for ships moving through the hangar.

One last check of the cameras to make sure the backend of the ship was clear, and I keyed for the engine start. Exploding with a fiery plume, I trimmed the engines to a white-tipped, orange glow. Looking over the instruments, APPA indicated I had a clean start and the system was priming the power core for sustained flight operations. Everything was just how I liked it until someone sat in the copilot’s seat.

Malik strapped himself into the second chair, donning a headset to key himself into the comms for the trip. He tapped a screen in front of his seat, relegating APPA to a secondary role as a navigator. Several taps while looking at the same display and the ship announced an engine anomaly that was well within tolerances for the jump was suddenly not there anymore.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I asked.

“Copilot, sir. I’m flight-rated for Ransacker Ops if we don’t have a primary. Since you’re the primary, I figured we could share stick time. That way, the trip doesn’t feel a slog.” 

“I have an AI if I need a break,” I declared.

Our mysterious inmate shrugged. “If you really don’t want my help, sir, I’d be more than happy to hang back there with the entire segregated housing population. As a side note, you also pulled those two Ransackers. Nice choice.”

“APPA? Why didn’t you reset the flutter in the engine before inmate Malik did?” I asked.

“That systems anomaly was well within the tolerance level for the engines in atmosphere. Although inmate Malik restored the system to a higher efficiency level, most biological life-forms wouldn’t have noticed or check the system for that particular variance.”

I rolled my eyes and gestured for the kid to remain in place. Dropping the visor on my helmet, I called into Station Twelve’s control hub for flight instructions. “Station Twelve, this is Asedo-Noble-Four-One, outbound. I have your timing track, and I’m ready to depart for survey ops. How copy? Over.”

“Asedo-Noble-Four-One, this is Station Twelve. The flight bay is clear of personnel, and we are reading you as stable button. Commencing depress and vent. Standby.”

I wasn’t sure if Malik was still playing the innocent do-his-time act, but the guy did know his way around this model of starcraft. When they’d announced they were venting the atmosphere, the inmate’s eyes went straight for a panel to change the display above him. Instead of a split screen for peripheral impact sensors and trajectory plot, the system changed for him to watch the outside of the craft and the men in the cargo bay. If there were any problems with the seals, he’d see it in the feed and hit an alarm that would alert the control hub. 

“Seals are fixed and holding. We’re buttoned up, sir.” Malik indicated. Too bad this kid was a dissident from day one, or he would’ve been quite the asset for the Lenzaaban government. 

“Station Twelve, this is Asedo-Noble-Four-One. Open hanger doors. We’re outta here.” I said into the comms. 

The blast doors rolled along massive tracks in the floor, exposing us to the inky black outside. Tripping a switch, I beamed the running lights for a better view from the cockpit. True to form, Malik switched the upper display back to the previous screens, remaining like a gargoyle in the cockpit to watch as I slid the ship from the bay. At least he wasn’t a nervous talker.

I looked at my lower screen and saw my copilot feed the impact indicator to my displays. On stations like this, it wasn’t safe to just blast out of the hanger at full burn. That kind of flight would get you real dead, real quick. Instead, I tapped the maneuvering thrusters to bound the craft from the floor before I nudged a whisper of power from the main engines. Coaxing us from the bay to hover just over the Spine, I waited for my timing track to count down for a safe departure from the station. I couldn’t help but stare out the viewport to the four immense rings circling the Spine. I also couldn’t help but notice the shards of debris floating throughout.

Thousands of kilometers of rotating landscape orbited the structure as I waited for one of the support pylons to pass by. Unlike the main hangar, this secondary was positioned, so escaping the station meant hitting the engines at just the right moment to maneuver through one of the rings, or the support pylon attaching said ring would tear the shuttle like tissue paper if it struck us. 

“You don’t want to look?” I asked my copilot.

“I’d rather not die today. So I’ll just keep my eyes on the screen, sir.”

With forty-two seconds to go, my display turned yellow, indicating I had to thrust us forward at one-tenth burn for four seconds. At twenty-six seconds, APPA signaled one-quarter burn from the engines for three seconds. Outside the viewscreen, the massive, nearly seven-hundred-and-fifty-meter-long pylon sailed in off to our left, cutting through the blackness into our running lights. If I didn’t know any better, we were on course to collide with the fast-approaching strut that was just now coming over the Spine’s horizon. The approaching limb seemed to accelerate and filled the entire viewport on Malik’s side. At twelve seconds, the screen turned green and called for a half burn.

We sailed along the Spine as the ring passed behind us, making for the next ring where the pylon had yet to crest the horizon. With plenty of room to spare, we increased speed and angled away from the station. The heavy pop of the maneuvering thrusters against the hull was hard enough to feel it through my seat. 

“Clear of the rings in three, two, one. We are clear of the station and free to advance,” Malik said, switching his station to APPA for navigation. “You know, whoever designed the station and put a hangar at that part of the Spine was an idiot.”

“Won’t argue, but we don’t waste any space out here,” I said, adjusting our attitude and matching the trajectory plotted by both the ship and station AIs. “I have an hour of flight before I can turn things over to APPA. If you want to crawl somewhere else, I won’t be offended.”

“Where else am I gonna go?” Malik asked.

I tapped into the nav system to make for the first waypoint in the trip. “Well, since you’re up here and you seem to know what you’re doing, let’s rig this bird for blackout running and get some things prepped. It’s a two-day trip like this; so let’s get it done and try not to get on each other’s nerves.” 

“Solid copy,” Malik said, as though he worked for me and wasn’t an inmate at a black site reeducation center.


CHAPTER 8

MALIK



Abrand-new world. Sure, some Colonists had been here, and from what I understand, there are some natives as well. But I couldn’t help feeling like a pioneer. Then I looked down at my orange jumpsuit and remembered what I really was.

We’d landed at the mining facility, and what we found had been more than we could’ve hoped for. A large, secured, military-style base with facilities to house equipment and personnel lay at the top of a rise just offset from a flourishing river basin. The mining corporation had chosen a spot where they had good visibility of the surrounding terrain, protection from flooding—it was a jungle, after all—and a verdant environment teeming with life that could act as sustainment if the supplies ran out. Our only problem had been the miners closed and powered down the facility when they left.

We’d landed on a ghost town’s tarmac full of closed hangars and secured fencing.

Along with the emptiness of the place, we’d seen plenty of wildlife skirting the high perimeter fence and entering the compound. The first of which looked like someone added an extra set of legs and horns to a predatory cat. It came from behind one of the hangars to investigate the engine noise when Commander Predaxes set down close to the control station. It disappeared just as fast when the ramp lowered, and the lot of us ran out, eager to free ourselves from the two-day funk of living and sleeping in a cargo bay. By hour two on that flight, we’d already been sick of the rampant gas escaping our bowels from ship rations and the wait for the shuttle’s only toilet. Seeing twelve angry orange jumpsuits nearly running down the ramp would be enough to make any predator run for cover.

“Uh-oh, New Guy! Looks like you lost your cozy little seat next to the warden. How’s it feel to be in the mud with the rest of us?” shouted a Marine from the back of the group.

I turned to face him and instead stuck my nose nearly into his chest. This brute’s skull was clean-shaven, but the beard he had going on was like something out of those lost tribe vids we used to watch when we were kids. If it wasn’t for Calvo telling me all the hitters on this little operation were good guys, I would’ve sworn this man-beast probably ate his former squad.

“You read the fam-packet?” I asked, trying not to invigorate the man’s level of aggression any more than need be.

“That thing on the link? I glanced at it,” he admitted. “I also looked through it to see if they had any Lenzaab skin pics. You know, recharge the mental batteries. All that was on that slate was some boring articles and videos about the planet.”

Judging by the tats running from his knuckles into his jumpsuit, I would have to guess he was at least Marine infantry. I would’ve also put him into the more intelligent part of that category as Calvo said he was on the level, and a former recon Marine wasn’t gonna chin check someone he didn’t like.

“Revas, with the way New Guy is looking at you, I’d say he’s in love,” another Marine joked.

Looking beyond them, Calvo was just coming from a copse of trees, and I saw that concerned look on his face. He nodded to let me know he understood what I was doing and waited for me to make my move.

I knuckle-dusted that little space where Revas’s rib cage met abs—the spot where the little hole sits that lets everything in that particular region work together. He collapsed and tumbled away just as Calvo dropped in to slice downward with his mono-machete. The viper just beyond his boot heel had been close enough to climb aboard Revas’s leg when I turned around. According to the brief on Faebos he didn’t read, this particular breed of snake could be a bad day for anyone unlucky enough to have it bite them.

“What the—” Revas wheezed as he struggled for breath.

Calvo threw the tail end of the creature onto his fellow Marine, spreading a line of blood over him. “Maybe next time, instead of talking trash and trying to act tough, you might want to do as you’re told. It’s a vine viper. Venomous as all get out. Unlike a lot of other creepy-crawlies on Faebos, this one is blind. It hunts by sensing heat and vibration, but it won’t attack unless it senses both.”

Even I had to admit, Faebos was quite a sight. Lush green surrounded us. Vibrant colors made the hab on Purgatory look like a toilet. Fires, I hadn’t even seen anything like this back home.

Revas stood from his place among the ferns, holding the still-bleeding snake in front of him. “It’s smooth one way, but when you rub your finger going the other way, it’s coarse.”

“It’s how they climb the trees,” I said. I bounded from the diminutive redoubt, sliding mostly on my butt to make the embankment below.

The ride out here was no joke. By the second day, we were at each other’s throats, and it took more than a few threats from Calvo and some of the others to keep them from thrashing the two guardsmen who accompanied us. They’d talked up plans in the form of whispers and half-remembered pidgin Colonial languages, where they’d sack the guards and force the commander to take us where they wanted. That was when one of the Ransackers talked them out of it. Nothing like shattering a man’s hope for freedom than to explain that we were stranded no matter what, and the commander had tech to keep us alive for at least the first thirty days.

I mean, really—where were they planning to send us? According to intel, this was the only option. So much for always having a choice.

We’d split our forces, with half of the squad going to the building with Commander Predaxes, along with all of the androids. Well, not all of them. One-Four-One came with me when the commander asked us to check the water source. We didn’t know how long it would take for the CT androids to get this place operational, so drinking water would become a priority. If we could get it from the river next door, it’d be one more thing we wouldn’t have to worry about.

But now, as I slid toward the river to conduct a water field test, I was starting to get a sense as to why this place was abandoned. I could almost feel why the Lenzaabs didn’t just pick up where they left off on a lucrative mining settlement. The big cat had been the first marker. The one thing I could count on from being deployed to multiple worlds across the Colonies was that animal behavior was pretty consistent wherever I dropped my boots. Creatures behaved according to environment and availability of food, with the guiding factor in both of those pursuits being fear. The cat hadn’t immediately bounded away when it saw the shuttle. It remained in place for a moment to determine whether we were prey. That wasn’t a good sign.

When the chirping from multiple types of unseen insects randomly stopped, and the birds in the jungle canopy ceased their excited chatter, I knew it was time for something big and snarly to come out and introduce itself. After all, we were new here on this rock. Why wouldn’t the locals want to share a bite with us, or on us?

I slid to a halt at the bottom of the incline and waited by the rushing water not five meters from me. Grimy little pebbles had found their way into my boots on the trip down the incline, and they were grinding between my ankle and the fabric. Just another glorious day on behalf of the Colonies.

I rotated my boots in the rocky sand to orient my knees under me. Something big had spooked the local wildlife, and I was almost positive I was gonna be at the center of it. Luckily, my buddy, the commander, had been good enough to outfit us with optic-laden helmets to help us during the trip. I tapped a button on the back to scroll through the preprogrammed vision options. The third variation was a combination of grays and greens that rippled, especially as the trees and water moved. While we had nothing like this in the Colonial military, I’d bet it was some sort of radar or vibration detection.

Whatever it was, I was glad I had it. It plainly showed the water in the river was cascading over something long and submerged. While remaining still with my eyes fixed on whatever it was, I nearly crawled out of my skin when the helmet comms broke through my concentration.

“Hey, New Guy!” Revas called.

“Listen, brah,” I said, hoping the Marine would take the hint. “I have some sort of large predator waiting for me in the river. Do not come down here.”

“I see it,” Calvo acknowledged. “I’d say it’s six or seven meters long. The fact that it’s sitting in the center of the current facing you probably means it’s got some weight to it too.”

“If there’s one, there may be more,” I guessed. “Everyone stay put. I’ll get the sample, and hopefully, it won’t be that big of a deal to scramble back up.”

“Actually, I got your boy here looking to help,” Calvo shot back.

By my boy, the Marine meant Sigmar-One-Four-One. Originally, I wasn’t too happy about the android coming along, but if the giant water monster would be more interested in taking a bite out of the android instead of me, I was all about it. Warning indicators signaled behind when the armored android dropped in the sand beside me. Unlike me, he immediately stood to his full height, pulling the Zed-Nine from his back and aiming at the watery shadow ignoring the current.

“Any ideas?” I asked.

“Given the location along the river and the time of day, I give the situation an eighty-four percent chance that the animal is a subject twenty-two-forty,” my android answered.

I had an overwhelming urge to turn to the machine and flash my best “you don’t say,” but I was afraid of triggering the animal lingering in the water, in case that number soup he just pelted me with was an ambush predator.

“Sig, what is a twenty-two-forty?”

“Inmate Malik, according to the logs, a subject twenty-two-forty is a type one reptile supporting a large, armored maw capable of delivering a bite in excess of two-thousand, seven hundred Newton meters of force.”

“So, no chance it’s a type four?” I joked.

“Oh no, Inmate Malik,” Sigmar said as though correcting me in today’s lesson. “That would be most improbable considering its size.”

I wasn’t sure what I was more annoyed at. Was it that I came down here to run a simple water test and ended up on a river beast menu, or I just got a block of instruction that there were tiny versions of said beast somewhere else? We were gonna have to work on Sigmar-One-Four-One’s mannerisms in times of crisis.

I slid backward half a meter when I saw the top of the head crest the water. The part breaking over the current was at least a meter long with eyes offset on both sides of an armored serpentine skull. A ridged fin worked its way from just behind its eyes to the top of its snout, which just broke the surface and vented some air. A light spray of mist throttled up from its nostrils. I didn’t know exactly what I was looking at, but it definitely was anything I’d encountered before.

“Vision mode three suggests that the creature is braced against rocks and roots in the riverbed, Inmate Malik. Moving is ill-advised.”

“You don’t say?” There it was. I knew I didn’t have the self-control to keep it in long.

I ground my toes into the craggy sand, turning the loose soil into a starting block in the event this thing charged. I slowly bent and nicked a flat stone with a good bit of surface area from the sand next to me, testing the weight in my hand for a good throw. It was an easy toss to lob the rock into the air and have it land in a dull thud beside the creature.

In an amazing explosion of water and force, the creature lashed its tail in the direction of the current, folding its body to strike exactly where the stone had landed. The triangular jaw snapped against the muck in what would have been a bone-rending crunch onto whatever part of me it could grab. Displaying a set of jaws laden with two layers of curved, jagged teeth as long as my fingers, the beast hissed as it reoriented itself toward us.

Luckily for me, I used the time gained by my distraction to sprint upriver, angling myself back toward the slope to gain more purchase on the root-laden incline. I looked back to ensure that One-Four-One was following me, and of course, he wasn’t.

“Sig! Get out of there!” I shouted to the android supposedly protecting me.

“It is quite heartening to see you care for my safety, Inmate Malik, but I assure you, it’s quite unnecessary,” he said, stepping away from the encroaching doom picking up speed toward him. Under two quick strides, One-Four-One left the spot where he’d been only a moment ago, dodging the rumbling growl of the creature as it dragged itself along the sand.

“Were you gonna just stand there and let that thing eat you?” I asked.

“Of course not, Inmate Malik,” Sig answered.

And just like that, the android expected me to know exactly what that meant. Either way, we were both outside the reptile’s bite range, which gave us a minute to get the sample and leave the river to those more suited to working it. I angled through the tall, vine-covered grass on my way over to the river when I noticed One-Four-One staring at me.

“What?” I asked the android.

Several of the sensors in its helmet whirred against the plate as they surveyed the scene to formulate an answer. “I am detecting no more of this particular type of creature in your path, but I suggest you collect the sample with all possible haste.”

I took his warning for what it was, chancing a backward glance toward the slithering beast working its way up the riverbank, dragging itself through the sand. What the creature lacked in brains, it made up in brute strength. With each elongated pull up the riverbed, the giant croco-monster vented a massive hiss as a dire prophecy that Sig and I were next, and there was nothing we could do about it. If I was a betting man, I’d wager that hiss was all sorts of the local dialect, and he was telling us that if we kept running, we were only gonna die tired as a reward for our efforts.

I tried not to take it personally. Instead, I dropped to a knee and scooped some water into a vial. Stuffing the container into my jumpsuit’s shoulder pocket, I angled back toward the incline and the crew waiting for me just above.

“Hey, New Guy,” Revas hissed into the radio. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have sworn he and the river beast were related. “Any chance those things can climb up here?”

“Nope. You’re good. They fly, though, so there’s a thing, you know?” I snapped back.

Slapping my hand onto a batch of roots, I hauled myself away from the beach. Several handholds later, I had a much better vantage to gauge the welcoming committee. The river monster was immense. Rigid, scaled armor ran down the length of its back in hues of black to dark amber that mimicked the riverbed. Where its back armor flared to ridges along its length, the one along its skull was colored in a near phosphorescent hue that showed well through the water. Typical ambush predator trait. Swim close by and wait for you to notice the funny colors. When your interest draws you close to the water, the monster’s jaws drag you the rest of your way to the grave.

The men above me reached out, snatching parts of my arms and uniform to heave me back to their level. I slipped more than once when loose mud and plant matter gave away beneath me. Thoughts of that hissing mass of teeth on the sand below had me wondering how the original Colonists ever set up this place with economy-sized monster mouths just ready for you to come to the lake for a sip or a dip.

“Nice hop-skip out there, Slim,” Calvo said, patting me on the back.

“Yeah. Dance lessons when I was a kid,” I huffed.

Revas scanned back to the monster and then to me as he pulled on my jumpsuit. “You were kidding about that flying bit, right?

Sigmar-One-Four-One clambered onto the hill next to me to interrupt the worries of an imprisoned Marine. “Inmate Malik, would you be so kind as to produce the water sample so we can ascertain its viability?”

Revas pushed his way past me while I reached for my pocket. The bulky Marine with the clean-shaven head put his arm around One-Four-One’s shoulders and pointed at me. “Nah, brah. You’re doing it all wrong. If you gonna be hanging with the big dogs, you gotta be clued in on how to bark, ya know?”

“If I have to approximate a bark, I may do so using my vocal processors with a ninety-five percent accuracy,” Sigmar responded.

That lightened the mood as tons of toothy death on the riverbed below continued to hiss in hopes that the act itself would dislodge us from our perch. It must’ve worked for him in the past because the croco-monster continued to vent noise and anger up the hill while we worked.

I held the water container above me to get some light on the indicator. By nature, jungles were thick, hindering movement for squishy prey like us when we tried to conquer it like we tried to conquer everything else. During one of the missions the colonies had sent me on, I’d been tasked to aid a guerrilla force fighting the Lenzaab takeover. The people there had adapted to life in a jungle similar to this one, where they didn’t try to dominate the landscape. They’d learned to work with it.

While on the trail back to the mining facility, we had hints of lights breaking through the shade, palms overhead, keeping us cool in the warm climate but making it difficult to see. I eventually found a big enough shaft of light to see by without resorting to my helmet’s optics.

“Container says the water is clean,” I reported. “Bits of sediment and plant matter but nothing that would hem us up.”

“Thank the Spirits for small favors,” Calvo said. “Base filter should be able to screen out whatever gook is left, then. All right, let’s pick up the pace. With the android being the only one your pal decided to arm, I don’t want to be out here any longer than I have to be.”

The return trek on the winding trail was less eventful, with us calmer once the noise returned to the trees. An annoyed neighbor in the form of a bird with a long colorful beak and wispy tail feathers cawed at us from a branch as we made our way out of the forest to the outside of the perimeter wall.

“Check out Smooth Move over here,” Revas commented. “I wonder what he’d taste like lightly sautéed in a thick Rubian butter.“

“I would not recommend that, braaaaah,” Sigmar-One-Four-One said, stretching out the slang. “The animal is a type three avian and is poisonous to the touch. The feathers lure in predators to take a bite, and they succumb to a nasty neurotoxin.”

Revas snapped his hand to his chest. “Good to know. Thanks, cuz.”

“No doubt. No doubt,” Sigmar responded.

Left to their own devices, a Colonial Marine like Revas would corrupt anything.

“Did you just teach our android how to talk like we’re in the yard?” I asked.

Revas spread his arms as he turned from side to side on the trail. “Look around us, son. Until I see a Clapton’s where I get a drink and a cigar while my stupidly priced suit is fully tailored and ready to go on this body of perfection you see before you, this whole place is a prison yard. Only, instead of guards, we got monsters now.”

We exited from the damp, earthy scents of the jungle, trapped by its canopy, into the sweet, fragrant air permeated by hints of wet metal and stone. Two massive, metal reinforced doors stood defiantly in our way at the perimeter gate. We’d gotten just enough power to allow us to leave the compound, and then the gate shut behind us once we were through.

Tapping my helmet, I broadcasted in to the main man. “Commander Predaxes, this is Malik. Water is clean, and we’re at the gate. Can you power and open? Over.”

“We have you on screen, Malik,” came the commander’s response. “There’s one of those big cats near the door. I just sent some manechs to move it along. Wait one, out.”

“You guys catch that?” I asked.

Revas flicked my helmet to get my attention, not that I needed to see him because the helmets linked all of us via the communication links. “Hey, how do you figure they got into the base, anyway? I mean, didn’t our friendly warden say there weren’t any breaches in the fence?”

The blood ran cold through my veins before One-Four-One uttered a single word. “According to the files on subject thirteen-thirteen, the compact musculature is indicative of high-speed locomotion and explosive jumping ability.”

The dull thud from more than a hundred kilograms of angry, green, alien alley cat slammed into the mud next to us. Two horns rose just behind its ears, wrapping backward. Not attack weapons. Those were for defense, just like the line of spines tracing its spine.

Like the concierge down at the river, it vented its arrow-shaped head to hiss what I am sure was his most cordial greeting. Showing us all those teeth was just his way of letting us know the dental plan out here was on point. Just like the beast in the water, it had two rows of the things, ready to tear us to shreds.

“Spread out!” Calvo shouted. “But don’t run.”

“Look big, right?” Revas said. “That’s what you do with big cats? Look intimidating?”

The cat switched from looking at me to him, angling its frame to shine those pearly yellows in his direction. A wiry tail swished back and forth like its smaller cousins were wont to do on a hundred other worlds in Centridium Space. Now, if fit followed the form, this guy was more than upset he’d just gotten his cute, destructive-looking paws wet in the mud and was looking to speak to the manager about that.

Moving apart from each other with the jungle behind us, we had limited options other than to give the animal free rein to jet in any direction it saw fit. It hissed at us again, then moved latterly, using the four eyes—oh yeah, it had four eyes—on its skull to keep all of us in check. Two in the front and two on the side made for a serious alarm system keeping this massive brawler of an animal safe from forward or flanking attacks.

“Hey, Sig!” I called over to the bot. “You said earlier that you can imitate animal noises.”

“With ninety-five percent accuracy, I might add,” Sig responded. His answer using the external speakers instead of the comms channel drew the attention of thirteen-thirteen again.

The animal growled for a moment, a deep thrumming sound like a personnel carrier’s engine coming from a chest lined with enough muscle to take down Revas and Calvo combined if it wanted to. It capped off the noise with another hiss. This time, instead of just a simple show of teeth, Thirteen the Wonder Cat flared open its mouth as wide as it could while raising its tail. Its lower jawbone separated outward. Two mandibles extended from its cheeks, clicking together a foot in front of its jaw—a spike snare for larger prey, so it could feed flesh into a smaller mouth on the inside. Its tail swayed. It wasn’t just a tail either; it had multiple strands of thickly matted hair, seemingly all acting of their own will. Lowering its shoulders in typical feline fashion, it was ready to pounce. That meant Sigmar only had a moment before he had to show whether he was chew-proof or not.

“If this thing has a natural predator, play it on blast!” I shouted.

Thirteen’s mouth closed, and its tail shook, making a sound like some kid’s rattle if the kid had taken a shuttle’s worth of stims. It dug its impressive claws into the mud, grinding its back feet for a secure grip before it sprung. All of us stood in rapt attention while the monster sized up our android.

Sig’s speakers bellowed a raspy trumpet of a sound, echoing through the trees and clattering our teeth from the sheer volume of it. Whatever creature sang this way had to be big enough to drill our boots through the mud and vines. Fires, I didn’t wanna see that thing. It also seemed our emerald visitor wasn’t a fan of this type of music. He tilted his head from side to side, hissing and backing away from our two-legged stereo system playing the latest and greatest hits out of the big predator playlist. Thirteen bounded away, first landing on and toppling one of the nearby trees, before racing into the jungle in an erratic pattern that spoke of an instinctual flight from a bigger set of teeth.

Not realizing I was holding my breath, breakfast, and bladder during that moment, I chose to work on the first two and save the last until I could have a bit more security to change my shorts.

Huffing into the comms, I said, “Good work, Sig. That was good fucking work.”

We gathered back together as the massive blast doors serving as the gate to the facility pulled apart just enough to let us through. On the other side, half a squad of manechs waited with rifles in hand, ready to storm into the mud after us should the need arise. They parted to let us through, hovering in the gap long enough to have the shutter close behind us.

“New Guy, how’d you know that would work?” Revas asked.

“Predators typically have their eyes in the front as a targeting mechanism. Nature’s rifle sight,” I started. “This guy had two sets. One in the front, showing us he was a pretty nasty customer, and then one on the high sides on the outside of the skull. While that gives him great vision to make sure he’s got his time and terrain set up just the way he likes it, it also could have meant there was something bigger that got its jollies from turning the predator into prey.”

“How about the layman’s version?” Revas asked.

“Eyes on side for predators, not prey.”

“Shit, you got all that from a couple of eyes?”

“Yeah. Plus, those horns it had and the spiny protrusions on his back shouted big avian to me.”

“You would be correct, Inmate Malik,” Sig agreed. “A type one avian, subject six-three-four-four, is the only natural predator for subject thirteen-thirteen.”

“How big is it?” Calvo asked.

“Large enough that it could pick up a Colonial Marine Corps Roll Jack combat vehicle,” Sig said as though the answer was obvious.

“Okay, that cinches it. Can we go back to real prison now?” Revas asked.


CHAPTER 9

MALIK



For the better part of two weeks, our little band we took to calling the SHU Crew worked hand in hand with the manechs and the smattering of guardsmen to turn a derelict mining base into a functioning habitat for those who remained aboard PS-12. While we spent long hours grunting through grime and grease to make the place more than just a museum piece, the guardsmen made sure to sleep in separate parts of the facility from us. While they had their pick of the apartments on the station, we slept on hammocks in the hangar bay while the manechs charged in their docks nearby. 

I guess our daytime working relationship didn’t extend to trust when the scary dark came.

Calvo and I were working on a condenser unit for a vehicle wash rack when we heard the roar of incoming engines. The hearty rumble of the ships going from vacuum to atmosphere made for a sticky, heavy, percussive thrum that had all eyes glued skyward. The engine hum intensified as they hit retro-thrusters to counteract the friction of burning into atmo. While turning into a molten ball of metal hurtling into the ground was sure to slow them down at some point, a little help from the engines made for a much better landing.

After a moment or two, myself, Calvo, and the Ransackers Dane and Bridger, took a break from our assigned work duty for the day to assemble just outside the hangar. In the exceptionally humid Faebos air, the incoming shuttles smoked as their superheated hulls were cooled by the ever-present mist that hung over the river valley. 

“All guardsmen this trip, or are we looking at some more oranges?” Dane asked.

“Won’t know ‘til they crack the seal,” Calvo answered. 

We waited for the coolant and excess gasses to play over the hull, equalizing pressure and making exiting the ships safe for those inside. None of us complained. Working beside a winding down shuttle could be a real pain. If it was inert gas hitting us just to vent and stabilize some pressure system, it wasn’t really a big deal other than scaring us straight out of our shorts. But if that gas was reactive or the shuttle vented heat from a system it was trying to cool, we might be in for a very bad, very painful, very short day. 

The ramp lowered, giving those aboard free access to the base’s stone-paved tarmac and giving us a first glimpse of who we were gonna be living with over the next few weeks. I was hoping to see some orange after the first few guardsmen touched down on the firm concrete, but it was nothing but a steady stream of gray and black trooping in formation down the ramp. Proudly strutting down to his men, a helmet-free Lieutenant Commander Garza marched the first few steps and promptly dropped to a knee.

I patted Calvo on his chest, and the four of us ran over to them, cautious that the ride out here might have everyone on edge. If the guards took our run as aggression, things might not go so well for orange-to-gray relations for the rest of our field trip. But I wouldn’t put it past some FNG to go trigger-happy because he took our haste for hate.

“Hey, let us through!” Calvo shouted to the rest of the helmeted guardsmen. Luckily, their military minds knew when to heed a command, even if it came from one of us. Calvo dropped beside the commander, scooping up the man’s helmet and forcing it onto his skull as he thrashed. I knelt behind them, plugging in cables and seating the armor together to get a good seal.

“We have your air supply reconnected, Commander Garza, sir,” I offered. “The air here is breathable but is considerably denser than any of us are used to. It takes a couple of weeks to get acclimated. Fires, we were surprised you were able to take the steps you did.”

Calvo waved to one of the guardsmen. “Hey, gray, can you link to the other ships and give them the heads-up?”

“Guess I should’ve read that welcome packet.” Garza coughed. After collecting himself, he nodded to the guardsman Calvo directed as a way of confirmation.

“Still, you made it three steps. Big guy over here only made it one,” I said, clapping a hand on Calvo’s shoulder.

We helped Garza back to his feet and snapped to attention, just in case the lax protocols we’ve been enjoying with Commander Predaxes were suddenly a thing of the past. He steadied himself, making sure he had his balance and his bearing before continuing onto the control station. 

“Thank you, Gentlemen,” Garza said. For him to use a word other than inmate suggested we might’ve cracked the man’s stony exterior, but from what Calvo told us about him, it was best to wait and see on that one. “If you could help the inmates on shuttle four into housing, that would be a big help.”

“Excuse me, sir,” I said, “but we’re all living in the hangar. Commander Predaxes has been staying in the C&C station while the guardsmen are all sharing a room until we have the manpower to clear out the various living quarters.”

Judging by the predatory nature reflected in Garza’s turn to approach me, I’d either triggered his do-it-or-else reflex, or he was unhappy he wouldn’t have a bed for the night.

“You brought two squads of manechs with you,” he said. “Why hasn’t at least one of the barracks been cleared?”

My attempt to avoid getting our guys off the shuttle and into an overbuilt soup can had just spent any currency we’d earned from the man. Anything I said to answer his question was just gonna put me deeper into debt, but I didn’t have any choice in the matter.

“Commander Predaxes thought it best to keep the manechs in guard positions for everyone’s safety. We still don’t have a workable creature deterrent to safeguard us from some of the predators, sir.”

With his helmet’s faceplate down and locked, there was no way to read Garza’s expression, but his posture seemed to relax. “If you can figure out how to pile everyone into the hangar for now, I’ll work with the commander, and we’ll get this done. Thanks again for the helmet thing. As you were.”

A score of guardsmen fell in line with the lieutenant commander on his way to the CCS, leaving us to scoop up whatever prisoners they’d brought with them. The next landing craft was already empty, only the shuttle crew staying behind to effect lock-ops on the craft for maintenance. We strode past guardsmen running lockdown protocols on the second ship, prompting them to look up and wave to Calvo.

“How is it someone who knows everyone got tossed in the SHU?” I asked.

“Had someone working the inside who let us know the poles who got my unit tossed in… they’d been canned. Worked a drug deal with our guy to have them transferred to our yard for their gleam.”

“Gleam? That’s when you get yard time to soak up the artificial sun and stretch your legs.” I stated in hopes I was right.

“Yeah,” Calvo confirmed. “We had all the guys who got us hard-dropped into Station Twelve share yard time with some of my fellow Marines, plus Dane and Bridge here. We slashed the Ring leaders something fierce. Everyone made sure they ended up as fertilizer. It was all of us that knifed, but me and some of the boys took the hit.”

“You wanted in on those cuts too?” I asked the two Ransackers in step with us.

Dane spoke up first. He was older than the rest of us. A neatly trimmed beard went along with his high and tight haircut. Hints of gray had found their way in long ago, but if it bothered him, he didn’t show it. Other than skin that was nearly leather after all the time on worlds with an unforgiving alien sun, he was ripped like a pair of old pants. Even since arriving on Faebos, the man worked out like it was his religion, and without a rifle in his hands, he worked tirelessly to keep his knuckle game on point.

“We wanted to drop those fools because they didn’t listen,” Dane said in a voice that was two parts instructor and one part professional killer. “They were all intel guys working for the Lenzaabs. After they’d bagged Calvo and a shuttle full of other units, they came to us looking for a way out. We said we’d help but needed an in to find Purgatory first.”

We got to the rapidly cooling third shuttle. In the cabin, the pilot waved at us and signaled to his helmet to know if the air quality was good for dancing. I dragged a thumb in front of my neck and then my finger in a circular motion by my ear. If the pilot had any Colonial training at all and that guardsman had done his job, they’d have everyone in helmets before they dropped the ramp. We stood well away from the craft to watch the remainder of the jets vent gasses from the sides across the frame. 

While we waited for the aircrew to crack the ramp, Bridger finished Dane’s story. “That’s when they got bagged. In order to get a lighter sentence from the Lenzaabs, the intel unit decided to turn us in. We got nabbed in the process, but not before we placed someone within the intel shop.”

“Wait, you knew they were gonna flip?” I asked.

Dane wagged his hand. “We did. It was only a matter of time until we got caught. At least this way, we had the right people in place, and we positioned our crew for the next stages in the Colonies’ plan to throw off the Lenzaabs once and for all.”

“Fuckin’ Lenzaabs,” Bridger said. He was roughly my age—maybe a little older—dark skin, light eyes. I couldn’t say for sure, but if I had to guess, I’d say one of his parents was a Kuleffer.

Two guardsmen stood at the bottom of the ramp when it lowered, with one pointing a knife hand at me like we were in boot. “You Malik?”

“Yes, sir, I’m Inmate Malik,” I said, not being familiar with the grays at all, other than the few I’d kept from being shot or eaten. 

“Take these prisoners to assigned quarters and wait for work party details,” the snooty knife-handed guardsman told me.

“Aye, aye, Guardsman, sir,” I barked and saluted.

If he even realized I was being an ass, he didn’t admit it.

Calvo swooped into the role of leader, a position he usually expected to be in with the prisoners.

“Helmets stay on until we get to the hangar. The air in here is like breathing in chicken soup through a sweat sock. Exposure training will start tomorrow once you’ve had some time with your head out of that lid. Stay close and keep your heads on a swivel.”

Everyone marched across the tarmac. In most militaries, units moving across a flight-line did everything in their power to minimize their footprint on the runway. Planes and shuttles had their avenues of approach and departure, and it was vital for everyone’s safety to stay well away from them. Remaining in a single file or at least a column of two kept the unit moving in the same piece of used real estate. Plus, it had the added bonus of being very visible from the cockpit of most flights near to the ground. So, when we directed an entire shuttle’s worth of inmates to the hangar, they fell in line with practiced ease because the majority of them were soldiers.

I made the door for the transfer entrance, keying in a sequence for everyone to match the air they were breathing from their helmets. Within a moment, one of my Ransacker brothers handed me my helmet, and I strapped it on. Calvo led the first group in. We continued the ebb and flow of people going in, waiting for the air in the chamber to equalize, and then dumped into the hangar so we could repeat the process for every group. It wouldn’t have to go like this once the group became accustomed to the air, but as painfully slow as it was now, it would pay dividends in the long run. 

The four of us stood at the front of the bay while everyone found cargo boxes, desks, and sections of the floor to sit on while we went through the next bit. 

“That you beneath that lid, Calvo?” said a man who’d freshly removed his own headgear. “Man, that thing on your swollen body looks like it could pop off at any moment.”

The man’s joke fueled a round of laughter through the room as everyone worked to get as comfortable as they could in the spartan space. While still laughing at his expense, Calvo motioned for everyone to come closer.

“Listen up. Who’s my Acedo in this bunch?” Calvo asked.

“I got that stitched right here,” came a sultry voice from under a helmet. The woman removed the lid, exposing a shaved head over a wry smirk that made me think they knew each other.

“Nora!” Calvo said, pretty much locking in that whole “they know each other” thing. He hoisted her from the ground, nearly throwing the giant of a woman over his shoulder with no more thought or effort as he would a backpack strap. He set her down, and the two slapped their hands together before they erupted in another hug. “Good to see you, Little Britches.”

“Good to see you too, Top,” Nora echoed.

“Nora, you know Bridge and Dane. This is Malik,” Calvo said. “Nora was one of my LDRs back in the Breacher Battalions.”

“Good to meet you,” I said, taking the woman by the arm. I could feel the corded muscle consistent with a long-range designated rifleman. 

“Why are you guys still rocking your helmets?” she asked.

“Acclimatization,” I answered. “We’re already used to the atmosphere, so going back to regular people-breathing air would give us a hard time. It’s best we keep our lids on and let you folks pop the cork for a while.”

“So before you guys all start playing twenty questions, let me get a word in,” Calvo interrupted. “Some of you I know, and some of you, not so much. The not so much bothers me down to my bones, but I don’t have time to run a buddy check on everyone. Let’s just say you get treated like everyone else until you give me a reason not to.”

“And who put you in charge?” came the question from the back in the form of a man with a pure white high and tight and a mustache you’d make fun of because the guy looked like he should be on a most wanted poster for doing awful things to pets or kids. But, seeing as we were all technically still in prison, it fit.

“Think you could do better?” I asked, drawing looks from around the room. I’d been on the station for less than forty-eight hours, and most of that was in segregation. No one knew me except the people I’d been working with on Faebos for the better part of half a month. That needed to change if things were gonna go my way. “We all got an ax to bury into the Lenzaabs, or else we wouldn’t be here. Calvo is in charge because we need him to be.”

A small icon appeared in the corner of my helmet display with Calvo’s name in bold letters. “I hope you know what you’re doing. That man was a colonel before he got nabbed. Through and through Colonial Corps, old-time Marine.”

“Listen, boy,” the colonel said. “Word on the block is Calvo’s a straight shooter. I’ll give you that. But in case you haven’t noticed, those Lenzaabs out there still have us on the wrong side of a trigger.”

The thing about guys like this—they’re not complicated. If he is what my battle buddy says, I had him from the second he opened his mouth. “Colonel Valden, is it? Used to call you the Razor on account you used to carry a real straight razor in your mag pouch. Seventeen successful engagements against Lenzaab strikers before your Colony fell. You raised all Five Fires over the Centridium after that until they used your daughter as bait to drag you in. You want out of that jumpsuit? This guy is our best shot.”

The colonel’s face was unreadable until the faintest hint of a smile crossed his mouth. “You have me at a disadvantage, kid. You know me, but I don’t know you.”

“And let’s keep it that way until later. Calvo?” I said, gesturing to the Marine.

The colonel didn’t seem to take offense at me cutting him off so we could get back to the point of all this. Calvo picked right up where he left off.

“Nora, did you get the count before you left?” he asked

“I did, Top. The raider force that hit the station took almost two thousand prisoners with them when they left. That leaves us with the guards that weren’t killed and roughly five hundred prisoners. A quarter of the guards have remained on the station to effect repairs, but we have three hundred jumpsuits breaking atmo on this rock soon.”

I took a nod from Calvo as we needed to get a move on.

“Time to get to work,” I said.

Calvo wore a sour look when we left the newbies to stretch their legs. “How’d you know all that stuff about Valden?”

I motioned toward the exit. “C’mon, brah. I ain’t just another pretty face.”
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“So, what you’re saying is the planet is hollow,” Garza said with more than a little annoyance.

The SHU Crew stood with two full squads of manechs surrounding the gaping hole in the valley floor. According to our machines, the sinkhole was nearly a hundred meters across. In its constant hunger to fill every piece of available space, the jungle stretched out from all directions to feed vines and vegetation of all types onto the walls descending into darkness. At what went for noon on Faebos, the light was overhead and bright enough to see to the bottom.

On the far side, some tributary from the bigger river had found its way here, cascading down the sides. The hard patter hitting the rocky landscape below was a strange complement to the birds and other wildlife straining over each other to be heard. While the rock-laden sinkhole floor was wet from being splattered, the water wasn’t collecting, which meant in the absence of a runoff, the chamber was massive.

“Any idea what it is?” Garza asked. 

“By station records,” Sig said, “this hole is one of the original dig sites for several mineral deposits the corporation was contracted to excavate. However, the site dried up rather quickly, and it is noted in the log the floor collapsed shortly thereafter. The company did not desire to risk heavy equipment possibly falling into another sinkhole, so they left it open.”

Garza snarled before gathering the contents of his nose to spit over the side. “Anything we can use?”

Bridger pulled a notebook from his side pocket, flipped through several pages, then showed his findings to the commander. “Several minerals we could use are down there but not in quantities that would be worth the risk.”

“We have androids and remote digging machines,” Garza said. “We have our prisoners after that. I don’t see the risk. It’s more of a risk to go out into the jungle looking for the stuff we need rather than just slinging a couple of rock jockeys into the hole. You don’t agree?”

The guy didn’t even take into account that we were the “our prisoners.”

I looked up from the rocky bottom of the sinkhole, taking in the expectant stares of Garza and his little guard troop. “We found this after we heard what sounded like people fighting a few nights ago. And by fighting, I don’t mean an argument over a cot or a particular flavor of ration pack. I’m talking full-on combat. When we found the hole, we plugged Sigmar-One-Four-One into the system and came up with the geological survey notes from the company. So, we came back out to verify it was a dry hole, and that’s when I found this.”

I motioned for them to follow as I led them to the outskirts of the sinkhole. Moving aside the ever-growing flora to show a series of blood-soaked footprints, I reached over and picked up a wicked obsidian-looking spearhead. I spun it around in my grip and handed it to Garza.

“These the natives the commander was telling us about?” Garza asked.

I stretched my hand over a series of tracks. “They call themselves the Olyrii. They’re bipedal. For those of you who don’t do words, they walk on the balls of their feet, kind of like the back legs of a dog. This print here? This is Olyrii. This one too. Judging by the weight and the step pattern, this one was being dragged while it put up a fight. But this, this isn’t from one of our neighbors.”

I traced my fingers into the set of tracks to separate them from where the struggling Olyrii mashed over them. The prints were long, with an inconsistent step pattern, suggesting a fight when whatever it was stepped into the mud. Garza was reasoning things out, which helped me believe he wasn’t just a brute in fancy armor.

“So, those tracks there,” he said, pointing. “Those are the feet. And then here, we have what look like our fingered hands. Is that right? Hands? It has almost no palm, but the fingers are freaky long.”

“Pardon me, sir, but I think you’re half-right,” I said, not wanting to ruffle the man’s armor. “On one of the Colonies, there’s a type of ape. We didn’t know what we were tracking when we caught sign of it. After some sniffing, we found tracks that looked like hooves in the back and a paw in front. Very strange. But it turned out the ape curled its fingers and toes to have them act more like hoofed feet when needing speed.”

“You ever catch one?” Garza asked.

“The ape? Yes, sir. Tagged it and let it go so we could study it,” I answered.

“I would’ve killed the first one as a trophy and done all that science stuff with whatever showed up next,” Garza huffed.

“Then it wouldn’t have led us to much-needed clean water and fertile soil,” I said, not trying to hide my annoyance. 

Behind Garza, Calvo made an ever so slight headshake to warn me I might be going too far. The commander was cordial to his men, but when it came to the prisoners, he was a ridiculous tyrant. I wasn’t sure what the deal was. He either loathed his position or got off on rubbing our noses in the crap that was our incarceration. We’d been captured after a fight, and he took every opportunity to show us he’d chosen the winning side. 

“Sound choice, then,” Garza said, more interested in the tracks than me. “All right. Until we know what went down here, we need to play cautious. The tracks lead up to and into the hole, so either something from in there was a part of this fight or the ones on this side of the tracks pushed them in. Either way, it’s very close to home, so I am inclined to figure this out in case a similar situation is prone to happen any place we dig. Churno-One-One-Four and One-One-Five, can you make the climb down the rock face and into the hole?”

The twin androids locked their rifles onto their backs. While the guardsmen were all carrying Zed-Nines with better ammunition, the androids carried a light machine gun for more punch and its ability to suppress an enemy. I didn’t know who Commander Garza was looking to suppress out here since we were the only humans on the planet, but in the event we ran into any of the wildlife, I was for more bullets going out and fewer teeth coming in. 

The machines leaned over the side, checking for handholds and vines capable of supporting their weight. While they appeared as fully armored guardsmen with multi-eyed helmets, the androids weighed no more than an actual man wearing actual armor. Several tugs against the landscape, and the first machine pitched over the side. One-One-Four tested its weight along the rim of the sinkhole, moving laterally across while One-One-Five crawled like some freaky crab less than a meter from its counterpart in the event the machine lost its footing. 

“It would appear that the landscape is sufficient to promote a climb to the floor below, Lieutenant Commander Garza. Shall we proceed?” Sig said.

I snapped twice to get everyone’s attention, then pressed a finger to my lips. Calvo took the hint and did his best reluctant leader shtick. “Commander, we need to pull back now.”

“Why?” Garza shot back angrily.

“Birds, sir. They’re silent. We need to move. Pull One-One-Four out of the hole.”

He was right and interpreted my warning correctly. Everything had gone deathly silent except for the rampant patter of the water still striking the surface at the bottom of the hole. A heavy mechanical splintering sounded from the rim as the android clamped its considerable strength onto the roots in its bid to keep from being dragged from its perch. One-One-Five quickly grasped for the endangered android, taking hold of the securing strap for its front and back armored plates. Whatever had a hold of the machine was strong enough to drag it beneath the lip of the crater with each monumental tug. 

One-One-Five removed the weapon from its back and opened fire. High-cycle death left the barrel in a barrage of gunfire, thrumming out in two steady five-round bursts. If firing that close to his partner was a bother for either machine, neither showed it. A brilliant spray of brackish, blue-flecked fluid sprayed across both their chassis as One-One-Five hefted his partner from the hole. 

“Scan three-sixty, you tin cans!” Revas shouted to the guardsmen who were staring blankly at the androids. “Or give me a rifle!”

Calvo turned to face the jungle and lunged out of the way of a massive beast plowing toward us. More than two meters tall, the slender monstrosity charged from the trees. Despite our time on Faebos, it was unlike anything we’d yet seen. Its head was oblong with a singular V-shaped, phosphorescent membrane stretching from a point where the nose should’ve been to its should-be-ears. Glowing accents in that same eerie cerulean marked its ribs, torso, and upper arms. Four whip-like appendages flailed from its back while it galloped into our dumbstruck group.

But it was the legs that truly marked this thing as more than we’d bargained for. Eight limbs ran down the sides of the creature, starting at its shoulder, spaced just enough apart to allow for independent movement. At the end of each limb was a series of four fingers spread around a slender palm. The elongated digits were each the size of my forearm, speaking to the grip the thing must have possessed. The freaky detail for me in all of this was that it ran like the apes I’d seen on H’whobediah. 

Curling the fingers on its bottom four limbs into hooves, it sprinted toward the androids, pummeling into us with enough force to throw the guardsmen from their feet. Quick-reacting androids taking their first shots were blasted into the mud by either the creature’s momentum or the whipping tendrils lashing out. It launched into the air, punching Garza into the trees while it tackled One-One-Four and One-One-Five into the hole. With arms empty of any android parts, it slung to the rock face and out of sight. 

A second creature appeared a moment later, maneuvering more slowly than the first, taking cautious steps on its trek from the forest canopy. It watched in a sort of grim fascination as the androids on the other side of us aimed their rifles. Quick as a whip, the alien-man-beast-thing hoisted Garza like a shield, thrusting his body out in the grip of two arms to present him like some trophy or paperwork allowing him passage. Beneath the phosphorescent V that marked its face, the creature opened two lower mandibles to show a jagged, spiked tongue and, you guessed it, two layers of spiny teeth.

I was starting to sense a theme.

Scrambling from my spot with the prisoners, I pushed through the androids and drew my mono-machete. I held the dull part of the blade on my shoulder and raised my hands like I was ready for a prize fight. I didn’t like this commander, and if my sense of what kind of man he was could be even considered close, I really should’ve let Spider Legs have the dude. The only problem was we didn’t have all the boots on the ground we were promised yet, so for now, I needed every man I could keep upright with me, despite them being friend or otherwise.

“Oh no, you don’t,” I said.

In response, the creature tilted its head like a dog trying to figure out what “sit” means. It expelled that lower jaw, and I got a better look inside. Small mouth, extendable tongue with near hypodermic protrusions. Got it. Got you. Game over, Spidey.

I motioned with my blade and spoke to it like I would a puppy. “Leave it.”

I finished my statement with a brush of the edge against a thick tree limb, which it went through like butter on a warm day. The heavy tree branch hit the heavily forested floor with a limp crash, almost knocking several of the manechs into the mud along with it.

“There we go,” I said in a half growl. I took a step forward. “You understand what this does, don’t you? Put it down, or you’re next.”  

Thing was smart too. It set Garza down behind it and reached into the trees with all of its limbs. In the darkness of the canopy, the phosphorescent blue marked across its body flared and receded, then repeated the pattern in what I could only guess was some sort of threat. Boy was this guy about to be surprised. It screamed in a high chirping cry that felt so wrong, it made my teeth itch.

“Sig. Show this thing how we do it!” I shouted. 

Sigmar-One-Four-One punched out with its off hand, firing what looked like a dart into the thing’s torso. The beast roared at the intrusion in what it probably perceived as a one-on-one fight with my stringy little self. When it reared to take a swipe at me for violating some rule of tribal combat whatever, Sig dropped a round into its shoulder, splattering a wave of blue-flecked ichor across the tree it clung to.

But not before I felt a white-hot stinging on my right shoulder.

It hissed once more at the infringement of trust, scampering deeper into the jungle to use the trees as cover. The creature bounced several times into the trees and then close to ground level in movements that were so erratic, even our androids couldn’t get a clean fix. Galloping on six of its eight leg-arms, it bounded from the forest and over the lip of the sinkhole.

I took hold of Garza’s drag handle, bringing him across the jungle floor to the safety of the androids. Venting my helmet, I struggled to get my breathing under control because it felt like my heart was beating out of my chest. A coppery wet taste tortured my tongue, and I heard that creature’s hiss in my ears even though it was gone.

“Malik!” Calvo gripped me by the arm to guide me back down to the floor. “You went from fierce to froggy in a hot minute. I need a medic over here!”

Sig knelt beside us, looking over me in a ticking motion when the rest of my vision went foggy with a halo clouding up my peripheral. He pulled open my jumpsuit at the shoulder.

“I have a one-centimeter puncture with brackish spider webbing clouding the veins around the wound site,” he said.

“That thing must’ve tagged him with one of those tails on its back,” Bridger said. “We gotta get him back to medical.”

“What happened?” Garza groaned, coming around to his senses.

“Some of our guys were wounded by that thing. Oh, and Malik just saved your life,” Calvo said offhandedly.

That was nice of him to let our tormentor know he should feel guilty as my world faded to black.


CHAPTER 10

PREDAXES



Garza limped into the expansive command and control station and plopped down at one of the empty tables. He groaned, and the dull thud from his helmet dropping onto the desk was enough to trip the motion sensor, bringing the display to life.

“Hey, look,” he said, eyeing one of the many overlays, “we’re in for showers later this evening.”

“Is that really what you came here to tell me?” I asked. 

He sighed hard and stretched, wincing. “I came in here to sit for a moment. Give my back a break. That thing nearly killed me.” 

He’d been quiet over the last few hours, which wasn’t normal. There was always some situation or happening he’d want to talk out, as if my input on the matter would change the way things went. Since his dealings with the creatures from the sinkhole, Garza had been more reserved than ever. 

“Speaking of that thing,” I said, pointing to the display two stations over. “We think the CTs have gotten the reactor up in regard to the security wall. Anything getting within half a meter without our permission is gonna be good and cooked.”

“Finally,” Garza said, clasping his hands together and rocking them back and forth as though he’d had his prayers answered. “Does that mean we can pull the manechs off their security detail and sweep the living quarters? We’ll need them so our guys can have real beds once we get everyone back into some semblance of normal life. Daily duties are going to wear them out if we don’t pull them from those hammocks soon.”

“Let’s not get hasty just yet. Manechs will act as insurance should the reactor fail to do its job. We still don’t know precisely what we are dealing with out there. We might’ve just seen the little monsters.”

“Little…” Garza scoffed. “You wouldn’t believe⁠—”

“Come on, old man,” I said, cutting him off. “Let’s work that back so it doesn’t cramp up.”

He followed me from the station into the open air, where he took several huffs before gritting his teeth. Garza returned the helmet to his skull, closing off his exasperation at not being acclimated to the atmosphere in a day or two. I joined him.

“Why are you putting on your helmet, sir?” he asked.

“Environmental armor only works when it’s sealed. Besides, being acclimated doesn’t mean I don’t need all the optics and commo,” I said.

Nothing about our exile to Faebos had been ideal, but Garza has been the most difficult to read throughout. Normally, my longtime partner in service to Lenzaaban could be counted on for two things: steadfast duty to his men and mild contempt for the prisoners. I’d hoped he would stay on the station and run the repairs. Eventually, I’d have pulled Lieutenant Volina down to help create something that could see us through this mess. What I didn’t see happening was Garza just… showing up.

His presence here had been a surprise even to me. Wasn’t planned. Wasn’t on any of the manifests. Wasn’t announced in any way, shape, or form.

He told me that even with the bulk of the remaining inmates gone and a skeleton crew manning the repairs, farming the two remaining Rings after the supplies dried up wouldn’t be enough to support the ones who’d stayed behind. With all this weighing on him, he claimed coming here with the last batch of guardsmen was essential to the survivability of the station, especially in the wake of the attack. He was going to find a way to keep PS-12 fed, and it seemed that had become his mission rather than overseeing the repairs like I asked him to. With all this in mind, I pointed to the side of the building.

“That a GS-21 Bantam?” Garza asked. Even through the helmet audio, I could sense his excitement.

“Sure is,” I said. “Brand-new out of the crate last week. We’ve been using it to get around the base. Got a squadron in that hangar over there.”

Garza ran his hand over the exterior of the wheeled vehicle like you would a thoroughbred right before a race. When we’d been assigned to other postings, he’d go on long rants about how if he had it to do all over again, he would’ve joined a cavalry regiment or armor unit because of the number of toys they get to play with. I knew seeing this would make his day and, hopefully, pull him out of his funk. 

Eyes wide in wonder, he said, “I mean, these are practically antiques now, but the stuff Lenzaaban is fielding is just not on this level.” He reached over to the steering wheel.

The GS-21 Bantam was a four-wheeled, all-terrain vehicle with an open cabin framed by roll bars. The back was equipped with a weapons mount for a Zed-Forty-One or any number of crew-served weapons. Capable of fielding four occupants and a gunner, the Bantam was one of the old Colonial vehicular weapons platforms that had seen conflicts on every Colonial world as well as in battle against the Lenzaaban government. My government. 

“Hop in and start her up,” I said, jumping into the passenger’s seat. 

Garza was almost giddy as he followed the command and gripped the wheel. He pushed his finger into the ignition button and rotated the actuator. The engine hummed to life, growling like some beast fueled by a ten-cell power core pushing a twin Falco-Max engine under the hood. With most civilian cars only pushing, at most, a quad-cell engine, the Bantam was a thunderous brute ready to take on whatever we could feed it.

“Oh man! This is the best,” Garza said into the comms over the roar of the engine.

I tapped the panel covering the engine compartment, opening a working tap-pad data screen. I hot-linked it to his helmet so he could take in the map overlay of the place where a green dot just appeared over a building.

“It’s about to get better, brother,” I said.

“How’s that?”

“I need you to drive us over there.”

“Seriously?” he shouted. Before I could even respond, he threw the machine into drive and let out the accelerator just a little. When the engine throttled up, and the vehicle jumped forward, he slammed the break, nearly tossing me from my seat. 

“Drives like a car but with a lot more heave,” I cautioned. “Just feather it and get us over there.”

The Bantam moved in fits and starts while Garza got the hang of it. After a very long minute, he figured out the controls and drove across the open tarmac. Guardsmen running patrol rotations and prisoners working on buildings lining the security wall all moved at the lieutenant commander’s approach. By the time he almost ran over a squad of guardsmen, he’d gotten the hang of it, apologized, and kicked the throttle into a high-speed jump.

Support strut pylons fielding commo arrays and lights whizzed past us with a repetitive whoosh-whoosh-whoosh. To gauge the steering, Garza’s next trick wove us in between the poles. Then he cut the wheel hard, sending the back end into a momentary slide until the ultra-knobby tires caught the surface again and propelled us into an alley between two hangars. We shot out the other side, surprising a small pack of exotic-looking birds looking for scraps around a garbage bin. Colorful feathers and cries of terror that sounded more like dog barks than bird squawks echoed in all directions as my buddy got his fill of spinning the Falco-Max engine. 

We sailed over to a warehouse, stopping just outside the overhead door. He powered the vehicle down, laughing to himself within the confines of his helmet, eventually reclining back in the seat. He flicked on the comms, and I heard the tail-end of his laughter as he caught his breath.

“Man, oh man, oh man,” Garza said cheerfully. “You don’t know how much I needed that.”

I pounded a fist into the center of his chest plate. “Fun’s not over. Come on.”

I led my friend into the building through a personnel entry and flicked on the lights. Equipment staging started just past the entrance and ran the length of the building to the far side. On each tier, row after row of cargo containers blocked our view. 

“Did they not use anything when they mined here?” Garza asked.

“When the company got word their Colony had been annexed, they packed up all the gear, confident the Collective would allow them to return and restart operations. They knew it would be a long process, so anything roughed up got scrapped, and anything in good working condition got put into storage containers. What the company didn’t expect was for Lenzaaban to see operations as a bill they didn’t want to pay, despite the benefits.”

“Man, you must’ve pored over the company logs something serious in the last few weeks.”

“I admit, I spent some time on that, just not the whole time.” I led him around the cargo racking into the center of the warehouse. 

Standing in our path, and put back into full working order, was a two-story-tall robot holding a machine gun the length of the Bantam. The armored plates had some dings and scratches, obscuring the Colonial tags and markings, but the damage seemed completely cosmetic. The machine reminded me of some of our Colonial Marine prisoners who’d worked the gym like a religious observance. It had a heavily armored chest with dense alloy plating along the limbs. Thick, domed armor formed the sensor suite and head, giving the entire mech that bodybuilder look. 

“GS-Nineteen. Dragoon Robot Combat Platform,” Garza said with reverence.

If we didn’t have things to do today, I would let my friend continue to worship in front of his mechanized idol, but I had plans and had to set them in motion. “You ever pilot one of these?”

He shook his head. “No. But I ran through the sim game, though. Remember that one from a few years ago? Colonial Strike? You could play as either the Colonies or the Lenzaab military. We had tanks, but the Colonials had these. You had to use an airstrike to get any sort of traction when the Colonies fielded RCPs. I had to buy a new haptic unit because I burned the first one out, I played so much.”

Unlike Garza, I was never much into alternative reality games, but I remember some of the Marines on post talking about Colonial Strike nonstop. I looked it up once, and it did look fun. It was funny seeing some of my officers and NCOs talking trash to one another over who played which force, Lenzaab or Colonial. During late night shifts at the hangar, our air wing would set up rival game stations and play for hours after work. It was actually a rare treat for me to see a member of my staff like this, especially Garz. 

“All right, Colonial Strike, mount up,” I said, tapping on the side of the leg armor.

“Wait. What?” he asked like I’d asked him to step into a volcano.

“Climb aboard. I got the one over here,” I said, pointing around another set of racking. “I figured I could give you enough room to move around and bump into stuff if mine was out of the way.”

“You’re serious?”

From behind me, he sounded like an excited kid who’d just gotten a new toy. The first time I’d tried one of these, I was just a dumb lieutenant junior grade working a fork-loader to help aircrews strapped for people. The last wave of conscripts failed to score high enough on the aptitude tests, so none of them made it our way. Unless some of the officer elites got our hands dirty, we would’ve never gotten our birds off the ground.

I triggered the mech’s securing latch, which also opened ridged step plates at the side of the leg. The chest plate opened upward, exposing the twin pedals, control sticks, and finally, the pilot’s seat. Reaching into the heavy, rolled metal internal cage surrounding the pilot’s compartment, I swung into the chair.

Admittedly, I’d started running the Goon a few weeks back. Simply couldn’t help myself. However, the first—second and third—time, I’d crashed into my share of the rigging staged throughout the warehouse. I looked up from cycling on the controls, and directly across from me was a deep impact mark on the metal girder holding cargo containers full of replacement parts for the mechs. The thick metal rack had traded paint with my machine—mine leaving a matte-gray smudge on the strut while the warehouse orange paint stained the mech’s left shoulder. Whatever. I thought it looked tough like the RCP had already been through its share of combat rather than just suffering my clumsy attempts at piloting.

Garza trotted into my view, halting the RCP in front of me with barely any effort.

“Now that’s not fair,” I said through the helmet comms once I’d plugged myself in.

“I still can’t believe I’m piloting one of these,” Garza said. “Which brings to mind, why did you pull these out of storage?”

“We’ve got Sigmar-One-Four-One’s video of a giant lizard, a nuclear cat with horns stalking around the gate, and a batch of horse monkeys that tried to knock you into a sinkhole, yet you still ask that question? Let’s say I thought we could use some heavy support. These babies could go a long way into keeping the critters away so we can mine, farm, or do whatever has to happen to keep us all alive.”

“Fair point, sir,” Garza agreed. “So what now? Throttle these down and work on the housing issue?”

I tapped the throttle for the power core, bringing the rest of the systems out of start-up and into full-on savage mode. Practicing with this thing over the last few weeks made me think back to my original commission and how things might’ve gone differently had I been in the fight rather than flying over it. There was no use in pining over what was while what is stared you in the face asking a question.

“What housing issue?”

Garza’s mech flared its limbs and squared off to my own machine so he could raise the chest armor and look at me directly. “The guy that got stung, Malik. He said there was a housing issue because the apartment buildings weren’t clear. You didn’t have the people to clear them.”

I leaned to the floor, which felt weird with the hatch open. Not only was I hanging against the safety rigging H-harness while I directed my mech, but the plate armor that covered the cockpit was long enough at this angle to smash against the floor if I wasn’t careful. Normally, I would’ve picked up my rifle with the hatch closed, but I wanted to give him the courtesy he was giving me by talking face-to-face.

“I didn’t have the people at the time,” I clarified. “We do now. They’re going in there this morning while we go out for a jog. With any luck, they’ll have the first building set by the time we get back.”

I slammed the hatch closed and relished being in the darkness of the machine. The Dragoon’s interior glowed red in the faint light of the seal indicator near my right foot. It flashed red twice before going green, signaling the machine had integrity. Hexes blinked to life across my field of vision, interlocking to become a single image depicting the warehouse outside. I rose with my machine gun cradled in arms that seemed gaunt when connected to the RCP’s thick cockpit armor, which served as the robot’s torso.

“So, is it like the game?” I asked.

Garza’s voice was chock-full of enthusiasm. “It is so close. The balance thing was a bit of an issue for a minute. But, brother, this is the best thing you could’ve shown me today. I’ve been pissed since that monkey spider thing got the best of me yesterday. I also wasn’t happy that the inmate who caused all of this saved my bacon. Maybe I need to rethink things because if all of this hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t be riding in a Dragoon!”

I couldn’t help but laugh along with the guy’s excitement. “All right, you goof. Follow me.”

Emergency lights on either side of the warehouse door came to life as I tapped the control. Two blasts on the door alarm let anyone nearby who was unacclimated know that the giant portal was rolling into the ceiling and things were about to get humid. We could’ve skated beneath the door when it was about halfway, but seeing as I’d only been piloting mine for three weeks and Garza had just stepped into his—despite his obviously extensive AR gaming experience—it was better for both of us to wait for it to come to a complete stop.

We jogged from the facility like two massive knights armed to all get out with a twenty-millimeter rifle and a host of surprises on board that would give whatever Faebos had in store for us a run for its credits. The heavy chunk of the feet actuators striking the tarmac and suspension systems absorbing the shock of each step had my XO dopey inside the RCP. It probably sounded exactly like Colonial Strike, and he was geeking out over being in the real thing.

A squad of manechs fell in beside us as we continued our run toward the main gate. I tapped the comms channel for the control center. “Taj, it’s Predaxes. I have Garza with me. We’re two-one-zero through the chops. How copy?”

“Predaxes, this is Tajit on STC. I have you at two-ten on the chops. You going through or over?”

“This is Predaxes. Goons are going over with twelve manechs in tow,” I called back.

“Roger, Predaxes. I read two goons and twelve sticks going over the wall. Next check in sixty minutes. STC, out.”

The light jog of the two mechs turned into a run as I increased speed and the XO gave chase. “Garz, you know how to work the jumpers in that thing?”

“I guess we’re about to find out,” Garza said, ecstasy dripping from his words.

The booster pack set into the mech’s back armor sent me bouncing from the ground. A combination of momentum and the thrust from the back-mounted rocket booster slammed me back into the pilot’s seat as the mech left the smooth pack. Tilting my head, I watched as the security wall approached me at bone-crushing speed. If the jump jets didn’t do their jobs, my Dragoon and I would be a very messy stain on the interior of the wall. Luckily, everything in preflight checked out, and the machine easily made the wall by almost a meter.

I landed in the mud outside the obstacle and waited in place while the manechs executed the leap. Garza slammed into the ground next to me, showering me in wet earth and plant matter. I could picture the man’s enjoyment in blasting me with gobs of mud patches, which took their sweet time to clear themselves from the armor-mounted cameras. That’s one thing I never had to contend with when flying for the Corps. Mud.

“And off we go,” I said.

Garza’s response was what amounted to the tittering of a schoolgirl.

We raced away from our landing spot and into the jungle along a path cut through the terrain. Colossal trees hung their brilliant jade fronds across our path, dousing our movement in shadow while off the trail. Dark rises and depressions covered by the canopy were only occasionally pierced by lances of daylight. Creatures of all sizes and shapes skittered away from us as we trucked along our trajectory, with the biggest among them—one of the cats—sauntering off, unimpressed by our burly mechs. I sprinted ahead to lead the way, with Garza following me at a good enough distance.

I’d been a city kid all my life until I entered the Marines, and even then, my deployments into the Colonies mostly took me to the urban areas. Jungles—and this one in particular—were as alien to me as I was to them. While our mechs trotted under the canopy, a hulking behemoth casually avoided us and let us go about our business. It was easily equal in size to the Dragoons, resembling a muscled, fur-covered bear with a ridge running up its back and ending in a tremendous horn, rhinoceros style. The fringes of fur along its forearms and shins shifted in color when the light hit it, turning the dusky, bristly hair into a scintillating colorful display. Massive talons like a multi-pronged hook reached for overhead branches, pulling them down to get at the rich, nutrient-soaked fruit above.

We left this gentle giant alone, instead, choosing to push the RCPs into a hectic pace that saw us dodging through trees, fronds, and across changes in the terrain’s elevation. Our trek came to a halt, exiting the jungle canopy just above another basin overlooking an even deeper crater—though it was nowhere near as deep as the sinkhole Garza had been to the day before. It had side-winding trails along the canyon walls as well as entry points throughout.

I popped the canopy and spun myself from the pilot’s seat to grip the handholds leading me to the ground. I was working to the back of the leg when Garza caught up to me.

“That was incredible! Thank you. I needed something…” He paused to soak it in. “I needed something, and this was it. Incredible.”

“Anything for my XO,” I said, clasping him on the shoulder.

“Hey, so that thing was something, huh? What was it?”

“The giant rhino-bear thing?” I asked rhetorically. “I don’t remember the subject number or type. It’s exactly what you said it is. A big-horned bear. Omnivore. Although it prefers fish, they sometimes go in for the fruit as a treat, as we saw. Generally harmless unless you wander too close to the young. That’s when they get particularly aggressive. The big predators don’t mess with them on account of the climbing claws. But I didn’t bring you out here for the wildlife. This, right here, is dig site Durinm-Sigmar-Four. I thought it was a good omen as it’s the same number as the station. This was the last dig site opened before their Colony got annexed.”

“So this one is still viable,” Garza said, though it was more a question.

“It is. We can pull three core materials to sustain the base and help repair the station out of this very mine.” I unclipped my SIN-Link from my armor and handed it to him. The results of a survey played across the screen while we examined the lush valley surrounding the crater.

“Seems there are other concentrations elsewhere on the planet, but this part of the continent has the largest deposits,” Garza said, scanning through the report’s pages. “You have a mining plan?”

“We work the digging machines to break into the veins while the manechs do the close-up extraction. The numbers we ran back at the STC say we can have enough material to refit the station in a month.” I took back my SIN-Link, locking it to my armor and bracing myself for the response I knew was coming.

“When you say ‘we,’ you talking the guardsmen or the prisoners?” Garza asked.

“That’s why I brought you out here,” I said, using my link to dial in the magnification on my helmet. “Take a look.”

Garza accepted the image-share to his own display, and I kept my helmet trained on the far side of the crater. The camera focused on the jungle, pixelated, and then focused again. The process repeated several times until an image of an ashen-colored face painted in hues of green and black hovered just inside the tree line. A red headband embellished with beads reminiscent of black glass wrapped a large forehead above golden eyes fixed on us from across the dig site.

“What is it?” Garza asked under his breath.

“A local,” I said. Sifting through my SIN-Link, I added a small image to the shared display of what a fully grown planetary native looked like. “They’re called the Olyrii. Station records say they didn’t attack the dig sites, but they would attack company survey teams looking for new deposits. When the Lenzaab survey team showed up after the annex, the Olyrii shot the team leader through the chest with an arrow when he stepped off the shuttle ramp. Seems our government survey team used seismic resonators to search for deposits, and the Firebound things killed some holy animal or crop or something.”

“So they couldn’t just walk over and say, ‘hey, cut that out?’ It immediately goes arrow to the chest?” Garza fumed.

“I know,” I said, hands pressing the air. “But if we stick to the station logs and just dig here, for now, we shouldn’t have a problem.”

“Arrows, huh?”

“Primitive, but apparently effective.”

“Not against steel armor,” Garza said, glancing back at the rigs.

“If we’re here for any length of time, it’s probably best to find a way to communicate and make friends than to start a whole new war.”

Garza flicked his helmet in the direction of our chaperon. “And this one? What’s he doing? Watching us?” 

“That’s the one to keep us honest. The logs state if you see one, there’s a ton more that you don’t.” I disconnected Garza from the display and shut down my link. This was going to be the hard part. “Look, we’ve been through a lot together.”

Garza waved me away, walking toward the manechs with his back to me. “Ben, I had a lot of demons crawling up my spine and into my skull after that whole deal.”

His calling me by my first name—a name I rarely hear anymore—got me hyper-focused on his words. Precisely the effect he was hoping for.

“You saved my life,” he continued, referring to a time long before PS-12. “I can never repay you for that. You’re like my brother. But I will never get behind treating an inmate like they’re people. They’re animals. Control, order, discipline, and reward is how you keep an animal in line. When they get out of line, separate and withhold basic comforts. When they’re in line again, it’s back to basics. If you’re suggesting we set the inmates loose while we’re here, then I have to call you out on that one, big brother.”

I nodded slowly, not that it mattered. He wasn’t looking at me anyway. “I hear you, but… Marty”—two can play the first-name game—“we’re in the thick of it now. I’ve given this a lot of thought over the past few weeks. We don’t have the bandwidth to keep these people locked up while trying to survive out here.”

“Then launch them out of the camp, for Saints’ sake. Let them do their own thing, and we keep the base. Anything but throwing them a pardon and play pretend like it’s all water under the bridge.” Sincerity was heavy in his voice.

I slapped my hands against the sides of my legs in frustration over running into a wall built from the same old argument. “These are captured soldiers like you and me. Their only crime was not wanting to live under our government, and that government’s not here. We’re on our own out here, and these people didn’t…”

“I know what they did and didn’t do!” Garza shouted, whirling on me like he was ready to throw me off the cliff. “But that doesn’t mean if they saw a chance to get even for a few things, some of us don’t end up on the wrong side of the security wall or some native, poisonous creepy-crawly ends up between the sheets. Inmates don’t start being people again until they’re out and sometimes, not even then.”

“Fine,” I said. I hoped that a mine we could tap and seeing a native as a potential threat would be enough to coerce him to go along with me on this. “But before you start trying to yell me down on this, hop back in the Goon. We have one more thing to inspect today.”

I stalked away from him to my own RCP. A quick crawl accomplished, and I was in the seat on my Dragoon and strapping up the H-harness. Snapping switches for the start-up sequence, I leaned forward enough to see my friend doing the same. He leaned out to mimic me, and I could read the apology from his body language.

Good. I hadn’t lost him yet.

Together, we hopped down the first parts of the crater embankment, and I was surprised that Garza took the path he did. The RCPs were not the best when away from flat ground because they were mostly developed for urban pacification. Garza was riding it like a born pilot. Maybe there was something to be said for those combat sim games after all. For my part, I took the easy road.

Meeting up on the first intersection, spiraling toward the crater bottom, we jogged the rest of the way side by side. We were probably both grateful for the silence, or at least I was. Periodically, an android caught sight of a local or some large predator watching us from the tree line, but it wasn’t enough to spur us to communications. We both needed a break, and the steady hum of the Dragoon’s power core alongside the mechanical noise emanating from shock absorbers assisting each footfall were better companions for us than we were to each other. 

Our trip ended at a large hole within the hole, big enough to accommodate hauler vehicles or drilling platforms. 

“What are we doing here?” Garza asked.

I disembarked from the RCP, motioning for him to do the same. The next step was to remove my rifle from the back of the mech’s leg armor and hang the sling around my neck. 

“You might want to bring some heat,” I encouraged. “None of that Low-V, either. We might have to do some real work down here.”

Garza snapped his rifle to his chest plate, checking the chamber to see the first round was seated. “Locals?” 

“Of a sort,” I said. We stepped off toward the tunnel mouth with the squad of manechs in tow. 

Each bot brandished its own rifle, scanning for threats to their primary point of concern: us. While the spongy earth beneath us made our movements more slide than step, the androids moved like liquid metal into a mold. The first fireteam went in a wedge formation on their way to the hole while the remaining two used an offset column to hem both Garza and me between them. It was like being in a tight alley. If anything wanted to get at us, they’d have to smash through a heavy line of combat metal to do it.

Outside of our new Dragoons, the tunnel opening seemed impossibly vast. I felt like an ant crawling through a human door and thinking about what made a hole like this. In truth, the mining equipment had drilled and stabilized the entrance while smaller drilling gear did the hard part of boring out new tunnels for bigger machines to follow and widen it while adding support.

We passed from the light, and I felt the skin on the back of my neck rise up from a creeping chill that reminded me of that day. The day of the riots when Garza and I got caught away from the rest of the guards. The whole world was burning down around us, and he and I were trapped in the middle of a cement jungle full of predators that each wanted us dead for any number of reasons. Scared is knowing you might die today. Madness comes in knowing you’re dead already, and your body just hasn’t realized it yet. That’s what it was for us during that fateful day. We were already dead, and the world burned. 

When the last of the light faded from our front, I figured we were in deep enough. “Time to pull back the curtain and start the show. Vision mode two.”

The darkness melted away as the vision mode detecting variations in heat and radiation painted a better picture than our eyes ever could. The cavern was a decent size, and my guess was it was originally used as a staging area for mining operations. Beyond us, three tunnels stretched off into the gloom, leading to a wealth of minerals and material that would’ve made whatever Colonial company untold riches on the backs of their workers. 

I rested my hand on Garza’s shoulder, and when he turned to me, I pointed. Above us, the entire ceiling was covered in the creatures that attacked Garza and the inmates at the other crater. They hung upside down by the twisted collection of limbs that each creature seemed to be made of. If I had to count, there were over a hundred of the normal-sized ones with smaller ones mixed into the crowd. The phosphorescent, V-shaped glow that marked its head and dominated whatever it called eyes was strangely absent.

The only sound we were focusing on now was periodic clicks coming from the ceiling. These weren’t the clicks of a house settling or those attributed to an engine cooling. These were the noises things in the night made to navigate until they could find some innocent to descend on for food or mayhem. Judging by Garza’s report, these creatures might be in for a bit of both.

“Curse it to the Five Fires,” Garza whispered, careful to only speak into his helmet comms and not out loud. 

“Yeah. You still want to do that thing where we tell the prisoners to take a hike, and we’ll do it alone?” I asked.

“Maybe a temporary partnership wouldn’t be too bad,” Garza admitted.

“It would make the odds a little more even,” I said.

“No RCPs, though. Guardsmen run the Dragoons,” Garza countered.

“You’re going to have to train them,” I said, continuing to stare at the crop of strange spider-things.

Garza motioned back toward the cave mouth. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. And just so I’m not confused, we have a plan for dealing with whatever these things are, right?”

“Same plan you’d use for any infestation,” I said. “You kill the leader and force the rest of the hive to move on.”


CHAPTER 11

MALIK



“Now there’s a face I didn’t expect to wake up to,” I said as I rubbed the sleep from my eyes. I had a vitals band strapped to my arm, and there was an honest-to-goodness antique med-bot standing over me. With six retractable arms that looked more like tendrils capable of lazing, sawing, slicing, and stitching, the machine’s torso moved about the facility on a series of casters recessed under its base. The old ads used to say they were guaranteed not to slip, skip, or drip because of how the wheels operated. But the thing that surprised me most was Lieutenant Commander Garza beside it.

“Welcome back from the dead,” he said with as much enthusiasm as he would order a sandwich. 

“Thanks. However, I wouldn’t recommend it for that next big vacation spot. The locals were horrible, and the food sucked,” I joked while trying to fix myself into more of a sitting position than laying down with my junk exposed.

“The bot said you’d been coming around, so I wanted to catch up with you before anyone else. Water?” Garza said, holding out a cup to me. 

“Water is for sad people, sir. I’d rather have a nip of that,” I said, pointing to a sealed cup that looked more like a thermo bottle. 

“That’s not water, inmate.” While he didn’t exactly seem friendly about it, he pressed on the lid, and a snap went hand in hand with a draw spout being opened at the top.

The scent coming off that cup invaded my nostrils like a squadron of Ransackers going dirt side. It didn’t ask permission or apologize, and it was glorious. I took the offered cup and took a swig, letting the warm, dark liquid slide down my throat. At the tail end of the sip, my throat went all scratchy, and hints of cinnamon burned all the way down to my toes.

“Hey, Commander, that’s not water,” I coughed out, stammering as I handed back the cup. “Who puts liquor in their kava this early in the morning?”

“It’s gotta be noon somewhere in the galaxy,” he joked, taking back the thermos. He tipped one of the paper cups for water from the stack on the bed stand and poured some of the bitter drink into it for me. We sat there for a few moments, just savoring the quiet in the medical bay.

The particular room was spacious. It reminded me of big city emergency centers where a staff of doctors raced about armed with the latest tech and a legion of nurses as they did their best to put people back together after any number of mishaps that could happen out in the Colonies. I’d seen a bunch of Lenzaab-run centers too. Only those were stockpiles of people waiting for their care and hoping someone would get to them in time before a minor thing became a major disability or became a one-way ticket into the grave. 

There was a reason we fought so hard against the Lenzaabs. It was also why I left Centridium Space for the Colonies. I didn’t want to be like my father. That man did everything he could to be rich enough to stay useful to the regime. He was brilliant when he debated someone, using cogent arguments to whittle away their resolve until they admitted defeat. That skill eventually earned him a spot as the Chief Justice for all of Lenzaaban and their holdings. Every day of his life up until I left was spent worrying about what the Bureau would do if he was no longer of use to them. 

Sitting here, sharing a cup of kava with someone who represented everything the Lenzaabs stood for, the government still seemed so very far away. If Calvo was right about Garza being a wolf in sheep’s clothing, then I was in a very dangerous spot right now. I just had to remain still and hope the wolf already had his fill for the day.

“So what’s your deal, kid,” Garza asked. “We’ve seen the file. But how does a guy go from being the son of the Minister of Justice to Colonial Special Forces to being here with us?”

“Does it matter anymore?” I asked.

“Sure does,” Garza said, taking another sip. “Matters more now because, well, it matters more now.”

This guy didn’t come down here to check on me. He came here to fish. Beware, little Commander, lest you cast your line and get dragged into the pool with the very monsters you hoped to catch.

“How do I know I could trust you?” I asked, making it seem like I was looking for a way out. I was looking to come in from the cold. 

“Look, I’m here because some things are happening as a matter of survival,” Garza said, gesturing with his cup. “You didn’t have to risk your neck for me, but you did, and I have a hunch about that. So if it’s a matter of clearance, I have just as much as the old man. I need to know how the son of a power broker family gets twisted enough to end up on my station right before we got hit like we did.”

If I told him the truth, I’d have to wrench that kava canister out of his hand and kill him with it. In situations like this, it was best to stick close enough to the truth that everything passes the sniff test, but no one knows when it’s really bad medicine about to go down. I don’t know if that makes sense, but this guy was looking for something, and not giving it to him could make my life exponentially more difficult. And since I hate saying things like exponentially, I figured I could weave my way out of this.

“Hypothetically, what if I wasn’t really the criminal they’d made me out to be?” I asked, taking the last sip. “What if I was something else?”

Garza nodded as he saluted me with his cup. He had all the answers and now had the keys to the high-stakes room where all the good games were played. He was the inside man. Finally, he was more than any other guardsman because he knew the truth, the real truth. 

“Does your father know?”

“That was the hard part,” I admitted. “You see the video on the media net where my dad disavowed me in front of the whole Firebound country for joining the rebels?” I said, leaning closer to him. “Imagine weeks later, being pulled into a private meeting with the entire Bureau and told, ‘Minister, you gave a great performance, and your sacrifices for the people won’t be forgotten.’ My father is a lot like you, Commander. He was angry at first for not being told, but in the end, he saw the Lenzaabs’ wisdom even if he wasn’t cleared to know their plan for me.”

“I watched that broadcast and thought, what was that guy really going through? But what about the attack on the station? Why attack your own people?” he asked, offering me more from his cup.

I declined the drink before answering. “I didn’t. If you noticed, I cooperated at all times with the grays and even saved their lives when I could. Then there was the little matter of them trying to kill me.”

“You were the bait,” the commander said to himself. Garza’s eyes widened as though he’d just learned some universal truth only he was party to. He looked away from me, scanning the room to make sure we were alone. SIN-Links, his helmet, and even looking under the bed, the commander practically swept the room. When his gaze returned to me, we both turned to face the medical robot. 

I shrugged. “Blank him out when you leave.”

Garza leaned back in his chair. “I would prefer to shoot him, but I don’t know how many of these we have in inventory, so blanking him will have to do. Did you know that Lenzaaban was going to collapse the wormhole?”

“I don’t even know that they did. Right now, I’m a man without a plan. The best I can do is work with everyone here to keep us all alive.” Most of that was true. Without any backup, I was in deep space without a booster. Unlike the rest of the crew sitting in the middle of a dead base on a jungle planet teeming with predators looking to make them a snack, I was trained for all of this.

“What if we pulled you out of the prison population and put you with the guardsmen?” Garza asked.

I hadn’t trained for that. “Not a good idea, sir. Eventually, I’d be found out, and the guards would resent me while the prisoners tried to kill me. Best to leave things the way they are, for now.”

“Understood,” the commander said. He stood and took a step toward the bot to blank its memory when he stopped. “Are there any more like you holed up with us?”

“That’s a good question.” I laughed. “I’d love to be in the loop to hear about it if you figure something out.” Also the truth.

Garza sealed the lid on his cup and left it on the tray table. He strode toward the med-bot, his hand hovering near his pistol as he worked through the revelations of the last few minutes. Within meters of the machine, the med-bay door swooshed opened, and a host of guardsmen marched in. Garza whirled to see the procession and arranged his hands, one over the other, as he hovered near the robot.

“I didn’t know you were coming down here,” Commander Predaxes said as he removed his helmet. 

“Just got here and was about to check with the bot on the status of our patient,” Garza lied to his friend.

Now that was interesting. I’d seen them together on Purgatory and a few times since the lieutenant commander arrived on-planet, and they always seemed thick as thieves. To have the junior lie to his senior officer set off all sorts of alarm bells. 

Acting as though I was sipping the rest of some water in the kava-stained cup, I crushed the paper article and tried to throw it into a wastebasket across the room. I missed. Garza seemed to catch onto what I was doing in getting rid of the evidence, and he nearly jumped out of his armor when the paper projectile failed to hit its mark. He was just about to retrieve it when a guardsman beside Predaxes picked it up and dropped it in the trash. With her helmet on, she never would’ve smelled the booze coming off it.

Thank the Spirits for small favors.

“I already got the report,” Predaxes said. “Seems the venom from those tendrils is more narcotic than a toxin.” He turned to me. “You should make a full recovery. Luckily, we knew these medical robots were on the station manifest. How are you feeling?”

“I’m good, sir. Ready to get back to work. Will the robot need to clear me, or can you do it, sir?”

Predaxes picked up his friend’s kava cup and handed it to Garza. “If you say you’re good, that’s fine with me. I saw some of the manech footage with that creature. Very impressive. While I appreciate you saving my XO’s life, do you think you’d be up for a second round?” 

“That depends, sir. If we go out again, we should be armed. This place is way too dangerous not to have a reliable trigger and a full mag.” So far, on every outing after the croco-monster, Predaxes had let us be armed. The guardsmen with us weren’t happy about it, but it was better to give trained soldiers who’d fought on multiple worlds the weapons to do the jobs and not have to rely on the guards who qualified with them once a year on a virtual range. There was just too much wildlife here that could take a squad and treat us like plucking snacks from the package.

Predaxes held his hands out to the side in apology. “That was an oversight and miscommunication on my part. Luckily no one was killed, especially thanks to your efforts, Mr. Malik. We’ll get out of here so you can get dressed. We’re prepping the next mission now. When you’re ready, please join us on the situation and tactical control station.”

“Will do, sir,” I said. “Thank you, sir.”

The troupe departed the room with Garza in tow. On his way to thrusting his skull into the helmet, he flashed me that ‘you-know-what-to-do’ look. When the room cleared out, I found my belongings in a wall locker. 

“Excuse me, what is that wonderful smell?” I asked the robot.

“Your jumpsuit has been laundered, sir,” the machine answered. 

“Huh. So that’s what clean smells like. Hey, do you have a SIN-Link interface?”

The whirring of the machine’s casters on the polished flooring comforted me for some reason. Maybe it reminded me of the old bots we had at the beach house when I was a kid, or possibly the sentry bot I had on my first posting when I was a Ransacker in the middle of nowhere. Either way, there was something familiar about the well-persevered machine turning to face me that made me feel, for just a minute, that I wasn’t in mortal danger from both sides of the field. I should’ve listened to my mother and become an exotic dancer. Better pay, shorter hours, and retirement wasn’t at the end of a bullet.

Who was I kidding? Mom wanted me to be like Dad. Screw them both.

“I am sorry, sir,” the medical bot whimpered. “The synchronous information network linking tablet technology wasn’t created until after my construction date. As we are generations apart from each other, I do not carry such a device in my chassis.”

“Can you read a digital microcard?” I asked.

This was something that sparked the machine’s interest. “Oh, Yes, sir. I may read cards of any size that will fit into the slot below my ocular housing.”

“One sec,” I said, halting the machine’s excited roll over to my bed. I stood to remove my medical gown. I checked the room for cameras since I was unconscious when they brought me in, and my most precious bits were about to be flapping in the stale med-bay air. Finding none, I massaged my hip bone, pressing behind into the fleshy part of my ass at the side of my leg. Several pushes into the skin, and I came away with a micro-card the size of my fingernail. It was covered in small bits of tissue and a spattering of blood but seemed to be otherwise okay.

My wrestling match with the armored commando on the station had borne more than its share of positives during this crazy situation. For one thing, I looked like a cooperating prisoner for the cameras. Another allowed Lassara, AKA the FANG commando, to pass me the card during the match before I had to make a good show of driving him off down the hall. But this was the first time I’d truly been alone, so it was the best opportunity for me to see what I came away with after that encounter. Hopefully, the information wasn’t so dated as to be useless.

I didn’t want to show off my body modification mumbo jumbo when real medical techs or whoever Predaxes had on staff walked in, so I had to be careful about cleaning off the chip. I took the remnants of the paper cup I’d crushed into the waste basket and unfolded it from its crumpled state. Some ad hoc wipes against the inside, and I had enough of the big goo off to wipe the rest on the inside of my sock. I pulled the fabric open and was surprised by the nasty pockmarked bruise almost healed on my ankle, bringing me back to thoughts of the river-dwelling croco-monster. I’d gotten a riverbed’s worth of pebbles in my sock during the hill slide and subsequent run from the beast, leaving me with a nasty abrasion. If anyone questioned bloodstains on the sock, I could point to that.

The robot happily accepted the cleaned-off chip and closed its reader slot as though it was some jungle-dwelling tree climber chewing on a leaf in slow motion. “I am processing the data on the card and will have results for⁠—”

The bot shut down.

“Fires and shit,” I said, inspecting the outside of the robot’s case to see if there was any way to recover the card short of smashing the thing into a million pieces and trying to come up with an excuse as to why it happened.

Luckily, I didn’t have to make that play when the robot came back online. The overlay broadcast emitter flashed and shone on the bed where I was getting dressed. Almost immediately, words scrolled from the bottom of the display toward the top, indicating what had happened since I’d last checked in with the crew—if this still was my crew.

Attention Callsign Ember. One thousand six hundred and forty-nine secured from Prison Station Twelve. LSS Deterrion damaged by Station Twelve countermeasure. Materials secured for repair. Ship on Faebos primary moon. Shuttle with personnel on station. Waiting for your contact. RL, out.”

You might remember Reiken Lassara as the guy who dumped me in Purgatory to begin with. He and I came up together in the Colonial Ranger Scout Regiment. When the Intelligence Branch put this whole scheme together, we were pulled out of the Ransackers and put with the special service. It’d been almost a year since I talked to my battle brother, with our only communication being through dead drops like this. This was the first time we’d done a physical handoff, but it was crazy to actually have him shoot an RPM at me. Anyone watching the station feed when our guys attacked the place probably wouldn’t notice the round was traveling at a rate much slower than the specs for it would suggest. Rocket-propelled munitions like the gyro-jet rifles and pistols were capable of insane velocity that would punch even the most mundane bullet through solid anything. Add in multiple warhead types and even the ability to guide the round to target, and you had a weapons platform that was the bane of any enemy. 

“Release chip, cycle deletion of the last fifteen minutes from this time code. Execute,” I instructed, ordering the robot to purge its memory. Luckily, these models were simple AIs and were made to purge their memory cores every day after downloading the relevant surgical data to whatever server it was supposed to communicate with. I plucked the chip from the slot, gritting my teeth when I slid it into the skin sleeve on the side of my leg. I swear, the things they’d asked me to submit to when I got to the Intel Branch were so nasty, there were times I wished I’d had stayed a Ransacker.

I had just finished putting my boots on when a guardsman walked into the bay. “You almost done? We got people waiting for you outside.”

“Coming, Sergeant,” I said. If I had my goose-stepping moron detector operating at one hundred percent, this was Sergeant Burke. This woman was as mean as Faebos on a hot day and would hold a grudge twice as long. I had to be careful with someone like her. 

We strode out into the daylight—which hit me like running into a wet blanket hanging on the line to dry. Imagine going from totally clean to sweat-soaking wet in four steps. That’s what being on Faebos was like. A Bantam waited for me outside with three fellow oranges filling out the seats. 

“You’re riding bitch,” Revas said jokingly from the gunner’s spot over the roll bar.

Burke swung into the driver’s seat and cranked the engine. “You’re all riding bitch. Now be quiet.”

I rolled my eyes at our gunner and tapped my knuckles against Calvo’s where he was riding in the copilot’s seat.

“Anyone else get eaten while I was gone?” I asked.

“Nah. Just you. Got you something,” he said casually, flicking his head in the direction of the cargo locker in the back of the truck. My helmet, a SIN-Link that looked old enough to be museum quality, and a rifle were locked to the frame. 

“Awe. You shouldn’t have. They’re lovely.”

“If I have to come back there and wrap all your asses inside out, I will,” Burke interrupted.

Revas mouthed, “She wants me,” as the truck launched from its spot on the tarmac.


CHAPTER 12

MALIK



The bumpy ride across a road that became more of a trail had my jaw clacking and teeth grinding. Revas’s position on the gun allowed him to absorb the impacts with a bend of his knees while holding onto the roll bar with one hand and the gun with the other. He didn’t seem bothered by the bounce, which probably had to do with his height and ability to judge the path Burke was on.

We arrived at the edge of the jungle canopy. A crater reminding me of the sinkhole where we’d been attacked days before stood ahead. But instead of being a massively mined depression in the terrain, this one was more bowl-shaped, as if the Colonial miners had started it and hadn’t finished. Even more interesting was the collection of people in the center outside of a colossal mine entrance. 

A small swath of orange jumpsuits meandered about, interspersed with black-and-gray armored guardsmen below. The majority of the grays collected themselves in front of a Bantam, with many involved in an animated discussion while pointing toward the hood. I tracked across the landscape, altering the vision mode in my helmet to take away some of the jungle glare while maximizing the image. Standing just inside the mine entrance, nearly invisible in the dark overhang, were two GS-19 Dragoon robot combat platforms. 

The bulky armored hulks were set back against the cave walls with their twenty-millimeter thunder humpers aimed toward the cave’s roof. I’d watched a few of the guardsmen go through familiarization training. I’d also seen our commander and his little buddy taking them out for a spin. Seeing them here explained their jaunt over the wall. If they had some scheme to make this place more livable for us, they’d left those of us wearing orange out of it. The twin mechs lurking in the gloom were obviously there as a deterrent to keep something from exiting the cave. But you know, if they had set up shop anywhere but outside the target area, all that heavy armor wouldn’t have been necessary. 

“Sergeant Burke, any clue what’s going on?” I asked.

She angled the vehicle into a slow turn instead of answering, then mashed the accelerator to give the machine some speed. Muddy rooster tails flared from under the tires to slap across the truck’s sides while we took command of the trail leading into the crater. Trees became sparse, and the vines typical in a jungle terrain were pulled back from the road. Sight told me Predaxes had taken a team of guardsmen back and forth along this trail, setting up his mission today, and we were just the last of what he had in store for the mine. 

Another hulking Dragoon waited for us at the bottom of the hill beside a team of guardsmen sitting at a table under a snap-fashioned tent. A hand-waving trooper in gray armor hailed Burke, and she slowed to give the man his say.

“Hey, Big Sarge. Garza wants your inmates up on comms by the time you reach the bottom.”

“On comms with him now, Corporal,” Burke responded. “Plus, I got them all set before we left. This should be the last batch.”

He nodded and waved us through. We took a winding trail, ringing the outside of the crater. The tires slipped so near to the edge in some spots I felt my rations trying to crawl up my throat. Independent traction-controlled wheels spun at alternating speeds to recover their grip on the surface and keep us from rolling the rest of the way into the gathering. For his part, Revas did a good job calling out danger areas for Burke. If anything, he’d ridden on a gun before and quite possibly in a Bantam. While a bunch of this stuff had seen its day in the Territory Wars that rained across the Colonies, we’d all used it at some point when the good stuff wasn’t available. 

We drove into the crater’s base, stopping at the head of the gathering with enough of a slide to make multiple grays nearly crawl to the top of the commander’s truck. Burke and Revas unloaded first as though the two had been driving together for longer than they had. I clambered from the vehicle, my legs a bit wobbly after being jounced along the trail hard enough to loosen someone else’s fillings. I tapped into the prearranged channel on the ancient SIN-Links we’d been issued. Using the side of the Bantam as a countertop, I slapped the device once until the erratic piece of tech finally connected to my helmet.

“Task Sergeant Kildane?” Predaxes said into his link. From his tone, it looked like I made it just in time for the brief back. 

“My team is on perimeter secure. Once something comes out, we don’t let it back in,” Kildane said.

Lieutenant Commander Garza sounded off next. “Team Two is in the breach. Using the mechs, we’ll drop as many of those things as we can.”

Lieutenant Volina raised her hand. “Team Three is the push element. We stay in the trees and keep the creatures from leaving the crater for the jungle.”

“They’re omnivorous, but, as displayed recently, they like meat,” Predaxes added. “And all of us could be dinner if we don’t play the cards right. The base computer hints at these things liking the dark. We don’t think light hurts them, but according to the miners’ accounts, they have a tough time navigating in it for some reason. Keep them in the crater if you can. Once we have control of the mine, we’ll use the Goons to seal up whatever hole they crawled in from. All right, people, let’s get to it.”

He circled his hand over his head.

The two upright gorillas that exited the Bantam before me were just ahead of the hood, listening to the commander’s instructions through their helmets. Calvo motioned me over, but I didn’t hurry so I’d have time to adjust my sling to tailor the rifle to my tastes. The Zed-Nine wasn’t my preferred weapon system, but it would have to do. On the plus side, you could practically run a Tread Grinder over them in a pile of mud and rocks, try to clean it in molasses, then douse it in flour, and the thing would still fire like the day it came off the assembly line. Like a hunk of rattly parts.

“You sure you’re up to this?” Calvo asked.

“Do I have a choice?” I said, finally seating the sling around my neck. 

Everyone broke into their assigned groups, with the prisoners forming into squads as if they knew where they were supposed to be all along. But, since I was just coming out of med-bay, it seemed no one other than my Marine pals were eager to claim me.

“The good news is you’re gonna be with us, little bro,” Calvo said, tapping the side of his helmet to get the next channel on the link. “Bad news, you’re the last man on, so you drive.”

“What about Sergeant Burke?” I asked. 

“She’s climbing into one of the Goons. She only volunteered to go get you in the event you were gonna run. Sounds like she really wants to be the first gray on Faebos to put one of us down,” Calvo said.

“That’s not it at all, killer,” Revas argued. “The real reason she wanted to go is because of me. She wanted to inspect the merchandise up close.” He flexed his pecks in a rhythmic dance.

“You think?” I asked, sliding into the now vacant driver’s seat.

“Only thing that makes sense. Sure as shit couldn’t be because of you,” Revas joked.

Calvo and Revas took their places on the other side of the truck when Sigmar-One-Four-One approached my side. “Hey, Sig. Where are you supposed to be in all this?”

“I have been permanently assigned to you, Inmate Malik,” the android said as though it were just another day at the office. “Commander Predaxes and Lieutenant Commander Garza both insisted you be protected during the operation.”

“What gives, man?” Revas asked. “You got a harem or something?”

“It ain’t like that, Rev,” Sig said. With the words, he waved both hands in front of his mechanical body in a very awkward impression of a yard bird. “They think he has the lowdown on the raiders who popped Prison Station Twelve. While they need my playa’s skills, they don’t need no more whip monsters slapping him to the morgue. You feel me?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. None of us could.

When I got control back, my attention was drawn straight to the android’s faceplate. “You’ve been hanging with Revas way too much. Get in.”

I turned in the seat and backed the truck to the end of the ramp leading into the crater. The other two trucks had already begun the climb out, with Volina nodding to me from the back of the second as it skirted past us. While I don’t think Garza spilled the beans yet, there was a better-than-good chance that my various exploits in helping the guardsmen had gotten around, earning me a bit of goodwill. Of course, the hard part was keeping that away from the rest of the prisoners, in case they didn’t figure me for the get-close-and-screw-over-our-captors kind of guy. 

“Malik, we’re the first line of defense,” Calvo explained. “Revas is on the gun to knock down anything that gets by Kildane’s cordon. If something makes the wall, we punch holes in it until it falls. Sig, you’re our backup. If it gets too high, you run an intercept and take the creature down.”

“You know it, hoss. Gonna drop these fools like they hot,” Sig said. Then something came over him, a sense that his words might not be fully understood. “That means I will adhere to the plan and strike down any creature that breaks our perimeter.”

“We got it, Sig.” I fidgeted with the strap keeping my helmet on. Then, turning to Calvo, I said, “Why are we doing this?”

“Captain of the ship is gonna pull some treasure from the mine. He’s hoping to give us an advantage in repairing the station and fortifying the base.” 

“And those eight-legged creatures are holed up in there?” I asked. “I mean, are we violating some monster territory, and that’s why they attacked us? What did Predaxes find when he looked them up?”

Calvo flipped open the control deck on the dashboard and toggled a switch. Metal plates angled up to further obscure us from direct shots coming straight across the hood. “Apparently, the miners had an arrangement with the natives.”

“The Olyrii,” I clarified.

“Affirmative. Seems they didn’t like the spider things, either.”

“I take it while I was out, we got no such deal,” I stated more than asked.

“Nope. All signs point to postponed hostility,” Calvo said. “Hey, here we go.” He reached out beyond the truck’s frame and pulled a gyro-mount from its spot recessed into the plates. Swinging it within reach, He shoved his Zed-Nine into the clamp, giving him a stable shooting platform, even while moving.

Ahead of us, the group of grays was positioned just outside the mine’s entrance. More of their number stood above on the winding road against the crater wall. If something got past the Dragoons, they’d be ripe for the picking by the marksmen scattered all about. And if the creatures got by them, it was up to us. 

Somewhere in the back of my mind, I felt uneasy about this. Granted, I had just woken up this morning from a two-day hangover after being stung by one of these things, but that wasn’t what bothered me. It was more a sense that we were here to remove a Zombie Wasp hive, but we didn’t have all the gear required. We had the cool bee hat and the suit, but it felt like we forgot something important, like the gloves. I couldn’t put my finger on it. The whole thing felt rushed. 

Within the shadows of the entrance, the two Dragoons spun to life. They plodded further inside, even disappearing from the enhanced vision settings in my helmet. I held my breath. The grays seemed to hold theirs too. Fires, the wind even stopped for a moment. The most likely course of action involved the Dragoons making that cave mighty uncomfortable for the next few minutes.

Now let’s hope the commander’s plan survived first contact with the enemy.

No plan survives first contact, I thought dully in the back of my mind.

The first sounds of gunfire echoed from the cave in throbbing peals of thunder followed by sharp snapping cracks. The explosive percussion sent epileptic flashes of light in the dark, giving anyone watching glimpses of the carnage being wrought within. Vast blankets of the creatures fell from the ceiling like they were hosing out a hive. Yet, in the first thirty seconds, it seemed like the pair of machines were succeeding in keeping all the violence confined to the cave. 

The radio net flared with Burke and Garza chattering back and forth, sharing their observation of the combat environment to keep each other covered. They were in the thick of things, and failing to heed their surroundings could go very bad, very fast, despite being covered in tons of armor and weapons. But then the Spirits decided we’d gotten our prescribed amount of good luck for the day and rolled the dice for us. Any guesses on what numbers came up?

Burke screamed as a clang heavy enough to trip the voice-activated channel sounded through the net. “I’m hit! I’m hit! I’m trapped!”

“Revas! Get ready on that gun!” I shouted. It was a sure bet with Burke down, the horde of spider-legs was gonna rush past Garza and make their escape from his death trap.

“Hey, New Guy! How’s about you drive me in there like a knight in shining armor so I can rescue that thicc-ass damsel in distress?” Revas quipped.

I didn’t get the chance to answer back as a flood of the spider-legs sprinted from the cave. Gray squads around the cave punished the area outside the mouth, sending wave after wave of fire into the escaping creatures. Now when I said escaping, I should’ve said unleashed, as they didn’t run from the gunfire; they ran toward it. A wave of the rickety-looking monsters made for the crater wall, ascending in heaving leaps to reach the overhead fireteams. I hadn’t noticed earlier, but the guardsmen on the ground were actually androids acting as a barricade against escape while the real flesh and blood—AKA squishier troopers—were along the elevated canyon trail. 

Heavy doses of frantic Zed-Nine burst fire knocked the advancing army from their perches. Zed-Forty-One gunners punished the side of the canyon wall with heavier caliber bursts at a much higher rate of fire. 

“Revas!” I shouted. “Use the Four-One to hit them as they climb. Nothing on the ground is in our field of fire, and the smoothies at the command truck ain’t helping. They’ll just have to duck!”

“On it, Newbie,” he shouted back. “Watch me while I do my work!” 

Few things in the galaxy were more terrifying than a Colonial Marine with a high-cycle weapon. Violent artistry was how one reporter described it during the Marlon Campaigns as a few dedicated machine gunners from a Marine rifle company held off a Lenzaab advance for over an hour with a symphony of well-orchestrated high-automatic fire. Revas was no exception.

He played a series of shots off to the side on an advancing wave of spider-legs crawling up the embankment. To avoid the incoming fire, the creatures slipped to one side, putting them against their den-mates in a tangled cluster of legs that looked like something out of a horror vid. Revas had them at that moment, and he knew it. 

He shouted over the cacophony, “Grail Three-Nine-Oh-Four, this is Indar Forty-Four-Thirty. I’m firing on the wall beneath you. Direct your shots on the lower tiers and keep them from making the wall. I’ll sweep anything that makes it through the curtain. How copy, over?”

“Good copy!” came the frightened reply. The guy sounded out of breath and frantic, but from what I could see through my helmet’s optics, the troopers on that ridge were keeping their wits and triggers on task.

Obliterating rakes of outgoing fire lanced from Revas’s gun, first taking the bundle of creatures off the wall and creating a stumbling block for their pals, then punching a group that tried to crawl across the cave ceiling straight into the embattled guardsmen. While the Zed-Forty-One wasn’t like the Colonial weapons we were used to, Revas made it look like it was operating under the hand of a master.

Inside my helmet, the squelch broke, and Volina barked through the comms. “Commander, this is Volina! Send reserve manechs as QRF to my location for immediate fire support! How copy? Over!”

“This thing got a peeper?” I asked Calvo.

He fired his rifle from the gyro mount, sending another of the creatures skittering around Revas’s gunfire into the ever-growing pile of its pack mates. “Open the dash. Fourth toggle from the left. If that rickety SIN-Link they gave you still works, you can control it from there. Why?”

“Look at the androids,” I said. “Predaxes sent the reserve into the cave to help Garza.”

I slapped the indicated switch and was rewarded with the electronic whir of a hatch opening in the back. The small handheld tablet in my shoulder pocket vibrated, alerting me it was going active for more than just keeping me on comms. Video of the drone rising from the back of the truck filled a small window in my field of view. After a dizzying moment of figuring out the controls on a SIN-Link that was probably older than I was, I managed to wrangle the machine well enough to fly it straight up and down without making myself nauseous from the display. I shot the machine to a height well out of the crater but not above the jungle canopy. The treetops were barely enough to shield out most of the sunlight during the day, never mind a video feed.

Engaged in close combat were scores of oranges and a handful of grays fighting for their lives against a second horde of the creatures. 

“They must have another exit!” I shouted.

Calvo clicked on the comms and waited before speaking so he could spend another round dropping a climber. “The guardsmen are recovering. Do we stay here in case there’s another push from the cave, or do we zip up top and help the lady LT?”

“We don’t know how many there are,” I said, thinking through the situation. “But I know if we continue to stay in the jungle, they’re gonna pick us apart.” I swore. “Hit the jungle.”

I switched to the main channel, bringing up the commander. “Go for Predaxes!”

“Commander, this is Malik. Have your cordon force androids push back into the cave and collapse on the QRF. Surround and bolster the mechs and have everyone make for the mine entrance,” I shouted.

“Why?” Predaxes shot back. I almost couldn’t understand him as he added to the gunfire echoing throughout the crater. 

“Restriction movement,” I replied as if that would explain everything. The Bantam’s engine roared to life as I gunned the vehicle. Snapping the toggle on the command console to recall the drone on autopilot, I turned my attention back to the wheel and spun the vehicle in a sharp, tight turn.

“Whoa! New Guy can drive!” Revas barked. “Hell yeah!” 

The truck bounced along the trail, climbing as fast as I could push it on a path meant for slow, plodding movement. More than once, the wheels on the open side slipped, kicking out torrents of loose rock and stones into the expanse below. I learned more than a few new words during those moments because of Calvo’s natural ability to pervert the language into weaponized phrases that were as jaw-dropping as they were insulting. I’d have to try a few of these out the next time a situation called for it.

We jumped from the road onto the hard pack at the top of the trail and headlong into what could best be described as pure nightmare fuel. Just to the front of our bumper, a female inmate was gripped around the arms and torso by one of the spider-legs. The thing’s face was pressed against her neck and shoulder, and she was convulsing in its grip.

I knew that feeling well.

“Going hot!” Calvo shouted as he sent a round from the Zed-Nine. The round punched a hole into the monster’s torso, blasting out the syrupy, iridescent-flecked ichor from the creature’s back. 

The injured spider-leg tossed the woman into a tumble through the underbrush with no more care than a child would an empty juice pack. A spiked tongue retracted into its face, where the bony plates that made up the sides of its jaw collapsed into an armored covering over the mouth. Thoroughly annoyed at just being shot, the spider-leg vaulted forward.

It managed to brachiate from two different trees to span the distance between us before Revas became annoyed himself and dumped a truckload of rounds into it. Six- to nine-round bursts from the Forty-One echoed over our heads as a fusillade of seven-point-five-millimeter rounds shrieked across the beast’s chest and knocked him right into the mud. 

I floored the vehicle forward and almost laughed when we rebounded over the spider-leg’s body. We gunned it to where the woman’s body lay and skidded to a halt to allow Revas to cover the road.

Calvo was out before the tires had even stopped spinning. “Hey, Shana. Girl, you with us? C’mon now.” 

He hoisted her and ran for the truck while I spun in my seat to help him secure her into the spot behind mine. “How bad?”

Calvo shook his head as he tightened the last of the restraint. “Not good. Pulse is there but weak.”

I nodded my approval and looked up in time to see we were suddenly and assuredly in a lot of trouble. “Revas! Six o’clock!”

The thing we’d shot full of holes and run over had used the appendages we didn’t crush to crawl along the ground behind the truck. It leaped onto the back, scrambling across the roll bars to get to the heavily muscled Marine. Raspy clicking sounded from the creature in waves as though some asthmatic was screaming for the kids to get off his lawn while opening a rickety screen door. It lashed out with one of its remaining hands, completely engulfing Revas’s thick neck. 

“Oh, you think you gonna kill me, creeper? I’m gonna fucking gut you!” Revas said as he drew his mono-blade and rammed it into the beast’s abdomen. “I’m gonna skin you and drop bits covered in butter into a pot!”

The blade rammed home repeatedly like Revas was some sewing bot looking to stitch his name into the beast. Transitioning from stab to slash, the oblong brush knife we’d been given for clearing bushes and vines easily took off the spider-leg’s tongue close to its jaw. Realizing that tackling the big Marine might’ve been an error, it attempted to scramble away and off the truck. Only, Revas had the thing by one of its limp arms and wasn’t letting go.

“Fuck you, you fucking insect fucking fuck!” he growled, switching his attack posture again, this time hacking at near the creature’s neck and shoulder. 

“Revas!” Calvo yelled as he recovered his seat and sighted a pair of the creatures closing on us.

The burly Marine dropped the knife on its lanyard and sunk his hands into the creature’s flesh. He whirled to face the incoming creatures stalking us and held up his trophy. Roaring like some primal nightmare Faebos had long forgotten, he ripped the creature nearly in half. Bones shattered by rampant hacking of the mono-molecular-edged knife burst under his grip, and the body of the ruined horror came apart like unzipping a pair of pants. He spit ichor from his mouth and tossed the massive adversary into the jungle ahead of the truck. 

Recovering the knife, he wiped his gore-stained hands across his face, marking him in a streak of the creature’s blood that made him all the more menacing. “I’m gonna eat every last one of you!”

I don’t know if they understood what he said, but they definitely got the meaning. They all turned and slipped out of our path into the jungle to find easier prey.

“We good?” I asked, heaving.

“Fires, Rev,” I said in the form of admiration. “Five Fires…”

“Punch it!” Calvo ordered.

The Bantam tore off onto the path, and we immediately picked up a tail of four economy-sized versions of the creatures chasing us in a full gallop. Putting distance between us and heading for the checkpoint where we first came into this mess, I called into the link, “Lieutenant Volina, this is Malik!”

“I read you, Malik. Did the old man send you with my bots?”

“Negative.” I shook my head even though she couldn’t see me. “They’re engaged in the cave trying to recover Garza and Burke. I’m in a Bantam and coming to you now.”

“Negative! Those things swarmed and knocked down our Dragoon. They’re pounding on the mech and trying to crack it like a shell. The pilot isn’t responding. We have no way to…” She dropped off from the net for a moment, where we heard the sound of gunfire and the grunting of someone getting their kill on. “We have no way to cover you. Pull out anyone you can find and make runs to a safe position! How copy?”

“We’re not gonna do that, are we?” Revas asked.

“Why do you ask?” I barked back.

“I was hoping you were gonna make a run for it so I can get some more knife work in!” he shouted.

Curse me to the Five Fires, but I love Marines. I looked at Calvo, who nodded. I don’t know why, but I could tell he was smiling for some reason.

I smiled too. “Gonna give you your chance, Marine!”

“Time to hammer down and treat these fools like nails, brah!” Sig said off-handed like a stuffy professor reading to his class from a book of slang.

I pounded the throttle, and we were grinding up the jungle again. The brush guard on the vehicle clanged several times as I steered into oncoming creatures. Overhead, Revas had the barrel on that gun practically glowing with the number of rounds he was laying down. We wound through a battle scene as bizarre as any dreamed up by some drug-addled artist, with the spider-legs fighting against a handful of grays and oranges all around us. 

Revas showered me in water, using one of his canteen bottles to douse the barrel. Over the sizzle, he said, “There’s the mech, and the main body is shooting over there!”

I traced the Bantam in an arc away from our fellow prisoners who dropped tidal waves of lead into the jungle to halt the advancing enemy threatening to wash over them. Trees literally tumbled over from being sawn apart by bullets. But we wouldn’t accomplish anything if our own people punched us full of holes. I stopped just shy of the mech, eliciting a clicking growl from several of the creatures pulling at the armor.

“Is it me, or they actually gonna pry that thing open?” Revas said above us.

“Can’t have that,” I said. “Calvo, I need you to take the wheel. Sig, me and you on the outside.”

“What are you up to?” Calvo shouted as he crawled into my seat.

I hopped from my spot, slinging my rifle and slapping off the safety. “I’m about to drive that mech like I stole it! Revas, I need you to clear off the porch.” 

“One broom full of whoop ass, coming up!” he called. 

Revass’s gun pelted the creatures attempting to peel the pilot from the RCP, sending them scattering away from the chemically launched hornets stinging their leathery flesh. Sig and I crawled under the harassing fire, moving through the muddy vines and rigid grass to make the side of the Goon.

Twin shots from my Zed-Nine into the chest of a spider-legged creature crawling around the vehicle’s armored head sent it screeching into the underbrush. Legs flailed amid the branches as I clambered to the top of the mech.

“Rev, I’m heading for the pilot!” I called over comms. “Don’t shoot me?”

“Roger, out,” the Marine said, abandoning his normally clownish demeanor in favor of clear and concise commo. 

A flashing icon in my HUD went from yellow to green, indicating my SIN-Link was communicating with the Dragoon’s combat controller. While I waited for things beyond my control to happen, I placed a round beside Sig’s shoulder, stopping a newly arrived spider-leg in its tracks. The beast doubled over at the gunshot but recovered quickly. I kept my attention on Sig going blender mode to ruin that beastie until I figured him for having the situation under control. Within the span of a few heartbeats, I had command access to the RCP for maintenance.

Pulling the securing latch, I vented the cockpit and found a guardsman with his body pulled into a fetal position. Yanking on his foot, I withdrew my hands away from the man kicking and screaming in terror.

“Hey!” I shouted. He was still horrified, thinking the aliens had made their way inside. “Hey! Hey! I need you to climb out of there and go with the manech. Don’t argue. Just move!”

Something in my tone pushed the man through his fear, quickly unstrapping him from the H-harness. When he crawled from the tipped-over seat to climb out, his head moved to one side in a ticking motion. Since he was in all that environmental armor and I couldn’t see his face, I figured the twitchy glance off to the side meant we had incoming, and I was about to get pounded into mulch.

I spun down to my knee, ripping my mono-machete from its sheath to deploy in a wide arc as I spun. The blade tore through a lower carapace and showered the mech’s hip armor in a mire of thick azure-hued molasses. I shoved the corpse over the side where a waiting spider-leg caught his mate and dragged him away.

“We’re still alive,” the gray muttered.

“We’re not gonna be if you don’t get your fourth point of contact out of that chair! Move it, trooper!” I yelled to emphasize the point. 

I watched Sig drag the man back to the Bantam just long enough to make sure the two weren’t gonna get jumped. When they were clear, I finished closing the hatch and let myself have a couple of breaths in darkness to settle into the right mindset. A fully trained pilot would have no trouble using a single Dragoon to butcher every one of these things. Unfortunately, the only thing even close to that on Faebos was me, and at best, I was a novice. 

“All right, Dragoon Robot Combat Platform, this is pilot Malik. Recalibrate for new operator and transfer power to fifty-fifty COP,” I announced as I hooked the drive wire for the cockpit into the back of my helmet.

“Recalibrating for new pilot. Stand by,” came a sultry woman’s voice. 

Amateurs. While the RCPs always came with a host of voices to choose from, you never picked something that would get you all hot and bothered while in combat. It was combat. You were supposed to concentrate on your objective, not fantasize about plugging your walking tank. I hit the protocol to change the voice and selected Victor-Six. If the model was standard, he would sound like other models I’d ridden.

A violent impact against the side armor rocked the machine hard enough to almost tip us on our side. “Calvo! Sitrep!”

“If you’re gonna do something in that thing, you gotta do it, now! They brought out some other animal buddy, and it’s about to eat you!”

“Don’t have to tell me twice. Dragoon! Vent back stabilizers and put us on our feet. Jump four meters out and about-face. Execute!” I shouted just as the cabin around me filled with the digital representation of everything happening outside the pilot’s compartment. 

Two spider-legs rode a massive blue-green snake with luminescent markings similar to theirs. I didn’t see any eyes; instead, it had an elongated black skull of smooth bone or carapace ending in a mouth full of hypodermic-like teeth. Scratch that. It wasn’t a snake. The beast had legs like a dog, except they were heavily armored and had claws that might actually pierce the Dragoon’s armor. A thick segmented tail lashed out, grabbing or pushing from trees to right itself as it struggled for footing in the damp foliage of the jungle floor.

The mech rocketed to its feet, using the back thrusters reserved for stabilizing it against utilizing a host of weapons that caused tremendous counterrotation when they fired. Although their primary purpose was to maneuver the mech at high speed, using the engines to keep the RCP from being blown off its feet didn’t go against the manual. A secondary blast from the thrusters sent me sailing multiple meters forward, where the machine turned to face the spot we’d just left.

“Dragoon, use magnetic recall on all removed weapons,” I said as I checked the interface. Outside, the giant animal ridden by the spider-legs hovered around a tree, trying to get a bearing on me through the canopy. I mean, it wasn’t hard. I was in a six-meter-tall monstrosity spouting all sorts of engine and gear racket. But for some reason, it seemed like the monster being ridden by other monsters couldn’t find me in all the calamity.

Slipping the control mags on my hands, I found the place to stick my boots, and we were off. We started with a light jog to help me get my bearings and test how it reacted with the terrain. Several impacts struck the outer armor, coming from more of the creatures trying to tackle me using their combined weight—which was how they probably got the last pilot. 

“Not today, chungos,” I whispered to myself. I was satisfied with the rampant screeching that followed a hollow clang as a large chunk of metal collided with my armor. With any luck, that was the unit’s dropped rifle coming back on a magnetic tether. “Dragoon unit, execute high order collective.”

“Roger, pilot,” the now male AI barked back with the grit of a boot sergeant.

A tremendous boost from the thrusters shot me into the air, shattering tree limbs and turning the lush, canopy green into so much lettuce. At the end of the arc, the boost halted, letting me come down in a lazy fall that once again tore a hole through the jungle’s roof. I slammed down onto the floor, landing in a crouch that let me absorb the rest of the shock with the RCP’s arms. Taking off like a sprinter from the blocks, I raced from my landing point and watched from the rear display as the beasties gave chase.

We thundered through the underbrush, giving me cover enough to find more of the system metrics I needed to run and gun. The robot’s identifier was Durin-Grail-Six. “Dragoon RCP, this pilot will use the identifier D-G to address you.”

“Confirmed, Pilot Malik,” Deejee replied. 

“Good. Call me Sam. All right, we’re running at combat duties split between us. Time to mow the lawn.” I switched Deejee’s comms system to the overall channel. “Calvo, you read?”

“Fires, son! You thinking of taking that thing on the pro circuit, or are you gonna get in this fight today?”

“You got Sig and the pilot?” I asked.

“We’re backing up out of your way now,” Calvo confirmed.

“All I needed to know,” I said as the last bit of the combat controller scrolled across my display. The pilot before me didn’t have any of the mech’s settings right for what we were doing, and it showed by how easily the spider-legs had knocked him down. With the onboard AI running half of the combat operations, I took the moment of free time to convert the mech from security and loading operations to straight-out combat config. 

We shifted direction as I used the Deejee’s massively powered arms to rip a decent-sized tree from the landscape. Heaving the trunk onto my shoulder, I ran straight for the strange riding beast being guided through the forest by his two buddies. The thing roared as I rushed, and no joke, I might have gasped a little at the sound. This was not an animal used to losing, and it had no fear of me running straight into it.

Time to put the Spirits’ fear back in.

Scant meters before we were set to crash into each other, the monster opened its gaping maw. I swear, every time I thought I saw the end to the ever-expanding rows of teeth, this thing seemed to find more. While he prepared for a drive-thru meal, I planted the mech’s feet. The sudden shift in momentum brought the hefty tree from its perch on my shoulder and, aided by enough horsepower to make horses obsolete forever, swung my impromptu club with the force of a tornado breaching craft punching through a hull.

The force of the tree striking the incoming animal sent the wood into splinters. Shards of timber lacerated the twin riders, acting like fragmentation to tear through their skins. The energy transfer from club to animal also catapulted the riders from their perch into the surrounding trees. The first died on impact, his torso snapping as it folded around a tree trunk. The second tumbled across the jungle floor. A boulder found him and helped him end his journey by abruptly halting him and breaking most of the bones in his shoulder and two of its arms.

The great beast who, only seconds ago, acted more the part of a running, tooth-filled mountain got punched from its feet to roll across the forest. It slammed across many of the very creatures it should’ve been carrying, crushing them under its considerable bulk and driving them into the mud. Throaty, whistling whines accompanied the wounded animal as it tried to stand. Covered in an ever-tightening net of vines, the monster mount didn’t get too far when I stomped on it with the mech’s Bantam-sized foot. 

Bones crunched, and blood flowed from a gash in its side. The beast cried out in pain and lashed out with its monumental tail in defiance of the armored rival that wounded it. The force of the animal’s strike belted me into a tumble until I hit a tree of my own. 

“Hope Predaxes isn’t too worried about the paint,” I said to no one while righting the mech on its stabilizers. 

Pulling the auto-gun from Deejee’s side, a new display rendered into my HUD, showing me the gun’s stats. Seemed the previous pilot had vented all the ammo in the magazine when he tried to shoo away the monsters banging on the hull—just like a Lenzaab to use something and leave it empty for the next guy. I didn’t have time to recover the next mag as the riderless beast charged me to complain about my big stick landing across his back.

The beast lunged into the air, and I must say, I didn’t think a creature that size could jump high enough to tear off the mech’s dome-shaped head enclosure, but here we were. It snapped low-lying branches and sheered right through vines as it pivoted in the air to make full use of its mouth. 

I punched straight into the gaping maw and buried the mech’s arm past the elbow. It would’ve been better to get a deeper shove, but I had to settle for sinking as thick as I had.

So, in the Colonies, they’ve got these crazy fishermen that do this thing called noodling. They fit on chainmail gloves and wade around on the silted bottom of rivers and streams where a native breed of fish is known to live. They tease the fish into grabbing onto their hands, where they drive fingers into the gill slits, grabbing hold of the riverine behemoths. The Colonists swear it’s better than using a hook and is as fun as all get out too. I took their word for it until now, as I wasn’t really fond of what happened next. Because the marine animals could be in excess of a hundred kilos, they’d slam the side of the head into the hull of their boat before dragging it aboard.

Well, I didn’t have a boat, but I had trees aplenty. 

I planted Deejee’s feet into the vine-strewn jungle floor and pivoted. Gears strained, and power indicators blared as the mech hoisted several tons of angry murder monster into the air. Deejee’s onboard power plant translated my demand on the system into action, spinning the creature through the air and blasting it through the trunk of the nearest tree. The massively thick trunk shattered in a sliver-filled explosion as the monster blew through the tree with enough force to fell it in a single impact.

I let the monster catch its feet on the ground for a fraction of a second and spun again, sending it careening into the next closest tree. Fronds shook and fell as the monster dissolved another trunk, blasting through dense lumber like tissue paper. I’m not gonna lie; if it weren’t for the harried warnings of power output and the armor possibly being compromised due to bite force, it was kind of fun!

As I let the monster down to its feet for the briefest moments, I shouted, “You won’t see this in the manual!”

Dropping the rifle in the mech’s free hand, I dug the fingers into the side of the creature and rolled back. Then, planting the feet under the animal’s belly, I catapulted it over me to land on the ground behind the mech’s head. I allowed the momentum to bring me with the maneuver, putting the mech straddling the larger creature and keeping it in place with Deejee’s size. After all, what good was all the weight of the ammunition and armor loaded onto this thing if you couldn’t use it?

With my back thruster squarely above its head, I flipped the manual toggle and charred the thing like a backyard barbecue.

“Deejee, use magnetic recall on all removed weapons! Cycle power draw from life support until we get the kinetic plant pumping some juice for us, and let’s get to work!” I shouted into the emptiness of the cockpit amid the fluttering display.

“Copy, Sam. Moving.” Deejee called back. 

A mech-sized flying rifle shaved and doubled over a sapling fern like entering through a stage curtain to start a show. I latched onto it, glad to see the weapon’s display reappear in my HUD.

“Changing mags.”

Running through trees and into the dense forest, I made a loop to build up speed and momentum to get my battle on. The heavy chunk-chunk-chunk of the automatic rifle bellowing its complaints to a swarm of spider-legs fell on deaf ears as the twenty-millimeter shells tore through the gathering attempting to advance through guardsmen gunfire.

“Volina, this is Sam—uh, Malik. I’m in the Goon and driving your targets from the flank. Calvo is in a Bantam and moving through your twenty to set up an intersecting line of fire with me from the other side. When you see those rounds go out, I want you to withdraw by fire to the crater and take refuge in the cave. How copy? Over.”

“I read, withdraw by fire after heavy weapon intersect. Move to cave. Volina, out.”

It was good to have fewer radio drama actors on the horn who knew how to press a button and then shut up. Listening to the guardsmen over the last few weeks had been maddening. I pushed those thoughts to where they belonged and continued to rail the Five Fires down into the advancing horde of spider-legs. Looking over the weapon’s list, I transitioned some of the mech’s power into the weapon housed in the machine’s arm.

“Malik!” Calvo called into the net. “Advancing group of crawlers on your right!”

I had just enough time to see them moving through the canopy before they fell on me. Heavy pounding against my legs and hull sounded as they gathered about in another attempt to put me down. I braced my back against the closest tree trunk I could stumble to, keeping the mech upright and hopefully not giving the spider-legs something to help them drive me over. Heavy clangs sounded as the alien creatures took to using rocks to crack me open like a spine fruit.

“Oh, you guys are really not gonna like this,” I said before triggering the comms. “Calvo, you green?”

“In position and downright leafy!” he shouted back.

A housing in the top of the mech’s right arm opened, bringing multiple close-combat indicators into my display. Deejee would go along with this, although it clearly wasn’t a fan. The first spray of jelly, quickly igniting to a temperature of one thousand degrees, flared across the tangled monstrosities trying to kill me. They caught fire in screaming fits, scrambling to escape the devastating weapon. I rose from the tree, partially covered in the same fuel, and stepped forward like a terrifying death god come to life. Dragoon armor was specifically and chemically rated to withstand the damage the fire could cause. However, with part of my life-support going to fuel the power cells, it was gonna get a bit toasty in here.

A combination of heavy gunfire and liquid flames danced across the ridge, allowing the bulk of our forces to withdraw to the rear. Initially, it had just been the two of us. Still, somehow, Calvo or Revas had coaxed someone into joining them, and a third Bantam added its firepower to help us shield Volina’s retreat.

“Malik, it’s Calvo! Vic one is pulling out first. You good with being last man?”

“Them, then you, then me. Solid copy. Malik out!” I responded.

I stood like a Fires-spawned sentinel inside flame-kissed armor, watching the forest burn before me even as it meant life for the people behind me. The smoke peeling off the burning mech did nothing for the emptiness in the pit of my stomach. It didn’t bother me that I lit living creatures on fire to buy time for our escape. Worst of all, it didn’t bother me that it didn’t bother me. I was okay with burning everything as long as it bought us another moment of breathing on this rock. It had me wondering who the monsters on Faebos really were.


CHAPTER 13

MALIK



My mom was an introvert. Big-time.

While she was probably one of the most outstanding surgeons in the Lenzaaban Collective, she didn’t do it for the fame or the reward. She did it because she was terrific at it. She had a gift with a scalpel that couldn’t be taught, trained, or rivaled. When she was in a surgery suite, she was without peer. Dad would have these giant parties for his political buddies. They would seek her out just to heap mountains of praise on her for extraordinary achievements such as the nano-botic heart valve replacement surgery she’d pioneered—featured in The Lenzaab Medical Journal—or the time she’d saved one of the prime ministers after a near-fatal stroke.

She also did it because in that suite, even if surrounded by nurses and assistants, it was just her and an unconscious patient. She valued alone time.

My mom was evidence that if you are good enough at something, the spotlight will always find you.

“Deejee! Thirty percent booster for three seconds and then hard stop!” I shouted into the comms. Of course, I didn’t need to yell. The Combat Controller AI could hear the slightest whisper, but my adrenaline was pumping like a well after my encounter with the spider-legs up top.

The mech boosted from the forest floor, rocketing on lifter jets in its calves and hips. At the same time, the engines in the back flared hard to throw us from the jungle canopy into the open expanse above the crater. I experienced a moment of weightlessness as the rockets cut off, that second before gravity demanded you obey, where everything just floated, and there was quiet, except for the light brush of wind racing across the armor.

I was alone for just a second or two. But, in that moment, I could see more of the planet than I’d seen so far. It was expansive and beautiful. In the far, far distance, a mountain range that appeared to be cut from amethyst or some other purple rock rose high into the cloudless sky. The river where I’d encountered croc-o-face sparkled and split into a hundred different tributaries.

Gravity took hold, and I fell toward the incline leading to the crater floor. The robot’s feet pounded into the dirt, sending me on a grinding, rock-strewn slide toward the bottom of the crater. Deejee’s legs struck a large boulder hiding beneath the sand, prompting me to jump so the machine didn’t turn into a sled after face-planting into the hill. Rapid taps of the control thrusters pushed the frame where it needed to be so I could recapture my balance. Feathering the lift boosters, I watched the attitude indicator level out. Then I slammed the machine into the bottom of the crater in an all-out run.

“Predaxes, this is Malik! I’m in Durin-Grail-Six, moving straight to you. Two platoons worth of us are making for the crater floor from opposite sides of the hole,” I said, watching the tactical mapping software flash across the cockpit. Guards and prisoners hoofed it with a quickness for the roads leading to the mine, abandoning their assigned positions in the jungle, all based on a prisoner’s say-so. Most of the guardsmen didn’t have the combat experience we had and were ready to listen to anyone able to get them through this without a scorpion tongue in their neck.

And if we wanted to get through this, there was no way I was avoiding the spotlight today. Thanks, Mom.

“Malik?” Predaxes cried out through the comms. “Don’t come here. We’re being swarmed!”

“These things are doing worse than that in the open. At least in the cave, we have a wall to put our backs against. We’re coming to you. Malik, out.”

Ignoring a command from the commander could spell trouble for me, but I had a hunch that if I saved the day, I’d be forgiven. Or, if I died trying, it wouldn’t matter.

Orienting toward the crater’s center, I brought up the twenty-mil, swimming in the targeting data surging through the helmet and cockpit display. The last of the Bantams came screaming down the road, kicking up dirt with the ferocity of a bullek charge. No sooner had the vehicle bounced onto the path than a swarm of spider-legs crawled over the cliff wall, wildly pursuing the escaping vehicle. Alternating five-round bursts from the twenty-mil was just what the doctor ordered to treat that particular headache. I dosed the cliffside liberally with the angry pills. Explosive rounds meant to crack tank armor shattered the cliffs, turning the rocky walls into fragmentation, adding power to the shots. The enemy force surging onto the walls halted their advance at the sight of their pals dying in droves, instead choosing a hasty retreat where the rounds couldn’t reach them.

“Deejee, prep flechette launcher for deployment and have the snap targeting online for the twenty-mil.”

Almost on cue, the shiny, black, elongated head of another mount monster poked over the hill on the opposite side of the crater. A single spider-leg creature rode on its back, leaning forward as though staring into the cavity.

“Firing MFP.”

I twitched my thumb to clear the arming cover on the control. Pressing the trigger simultaneously fired the multi-purpose flechette projectile and the back-mounted thrusters to keep me from being blown off my feet. A pressure wave lashed out from the launcher, spreading a tornado of dust and small stones in all directions.

The round broke into thousands of metallic shavings in flight to the enemy cavalryman—if that’s even what it was. High-grade, lightweight, sharpened metal darts pounded against the animal and eviscerated the rider at a speed of three kilometers per second. The animal was resiled by the force of the impact, dislodging its rider in a blood-soaked tumble through the stony decline until it collided with the crater floor like a bag of wet garbage.

“Who says you don’t shoot the messenger?” I asked into the dark before broadcasting into the link. “Calvo, it’s Malik. How we looking?”

“Just saw your little show with the shot-pocalypse gun. Very nice,” he said, his voice bordering on awe and laughter. “We’re coming in behind you right now, seeing as you cleared the walls of those things coming after us. You sure this is the way to go?”

“Definitely. Better to work an enemy against limiting terrain rather than fight him out in the open, especially when you’re outnumbered and outgunned,” I said, offering my insight. But I had a feeling he already knew what I was gonna say.

Calvo had good instincts and was a natural leader, even if he was a Marine.

The first vehicles raced beside the mech, making for the wagon train Predaxes used as his makeshift command center. The gunner on the back of the Bantam opened up, shooting his drumbeat burst fire into the mouth of the caves toward sporadic groups of spidey-beasts. Battered grays and oranges filed in from the road, half running and—in some cases—limping. All looked as though they’d been through a brutal fight on the way. Unfortunately for them, the battle wasn’t close to being over.

“Calvo, Malik. Push your vehicles into the cave entrance and lay down suppressing fire into the spider-legs trying to peel our friends from the Goons. Have the last vehicle swing around to the cave entrance on the other side and create a cross fire. Put Dane and Bridger as TCs on the trucks Predaxes has sitting there. Build a gun truck crew for each and tell them to preserve ammo and barrels. When you have the cave set, give me Valden as backup.”

Calvo came back on the link, barely able to talk through the laughter. “Shit, General. Sound’s good to me. We’re all over this. What are you gonna do?”

“Don’t know. Making this up as I go!”

The last of the people raced ahead of the final gun truck, and once clear, I pushed Deejee backward toward the ones full of scared guardsmen, frozen in the fight once things had not gone their way. Periodic showings of spider-leg skulls crested the lip of the crater, and I put plenty of hate into the targets via the twenty-mil. But ammo was gonna be at a premium any minute, and we didn’t have a way to resupply when things went stupid.

“Malik, it’s Valden,” the colonel said through the com. “Got two gun trucks right behind you.”

“Thank you, sir,” I responded. “Push out and engage any hostile that shows you skin. Be prepared to make for the cave. Hold the center of the crater until I get back.”

“Roger. Valden, out.”

The all-too-familiar Zed-Forty-Ones opened up their rhythmic staccato, and seven-point-five-mil rounds danced across the crater’s walls. With them taking up the slack, I spun Deejee into a tight turn and an angry sprint toward the closest cave entrance. “Calvo! Shift fire on far-right trucks as I move through!”

He didn’t respond, but I didn’t need him to. The gunners on the back of the last two Bantams traced in their shots toward the inward-facing targets, leaving me a lane of travel to get into the cave. Activating the jump thrusters, it was time to show these cell jockeys something they wouldn’t learn in a training sim. A heavy boost rocketed from Deejee’s calf and waste engines, bringing the mech off the ground by almost a meter. Back thrusters ignited, pushing me into my seat like I was breaking gs.

With the mech upright, I flew across the landscape, sliding in an arc into the cave to reduce my chances of getting shot on the way. Alternate vision modes engaged, going from the sunlight outside to the dark of the cave beyond. To their credit, the guardsmen had tossed meter-long chem sticks throughout the chamber, making the vision modes in the mech all the more effective. Garza was still up, supported by over a dozen men—mostly guardsmen—trying to keep the spider-legs off his mech.

His Dragoon was covered in what looked like spears strong enough to pierce the armor. About twenty of them stuck mostly near his firing shoulder. At the moment, he looked like a furious spine fish. His entire team was engaged in a fight to keep one of the far tunnels from being overrun. Throughout the chamber, the bodies of the aliens lay in various states of death, ranging from dying to dead. The nightmare scene was a giant graveyard where no one decided to bury the bodies. Remnants of smashed manechs poked through as if they were still reaching out for help in their deactivated state.

Sergeant Burke was in far worse shape. Her mech was down, and dozens of the creatures were dead set on breaching the machine. A group near the leg armor used those strange spears to dig into the metal and were trying to pry it open. They probably didn’t know that exposing the leg armor wouldn’t get them to the pilot, but they were still content with the effort.

The gaggle of grays that should’ve been protecting her mech from stuff like this were dead, being leeched by several aliens slurping them up like spilled kava. Even in the cloudy night vision filter, I could make out the deathly pallor to their skin, pruning as they went into shock from blood loss.

Every time Burke tried to get up, one of those rider beasts yanked on her mech’s shoulder armor, forcing her back to the ground. Another of the hulking mounts spotted me coming in, hissing in anticipation of getting its own chew toy and not having to compete for space on the other Dragoons.

“Garza, it’s Malik. I’m coming in from your three o’clock. I’m gonna free Burke, and then we need to work together to hem this up.”

“Wilco. Stop yapping and get to it then,” he barked back.

Landing on Deejee’s heavy stabilized feet, I put a single twenty-mil round straight into the skull of the newly arrived beast. The shiny slick carapace came apart in a shower of ichor and armor-filled brain matter, splashing the spider-legs in a deluge of gore. If they minded it or even cared, it didn’t show as they continued to chew on the Goon and the downed guards.

“Sam,” Deejee said, “I am detecting incoming assailants across the ceiling. They are moving throughout the support rigging to avoid detection, and it looks as though they are making their way to us.”

“That’s probably how they took down Burke. Eject spent cartridge on flamer unit and reload,” I said, switching to another of the weapon systems already primed. Since the grays hadn’t bothered to go from security and loading ops to combat configuration, they didn’t have access to the entire suite of weapons the Dragoons were known for. According to what some of the cons on station had said about Garza, his love for all things “real army” should’ve clued him into the lackluster performance these things were showing against animals armed with sticks. Granted, they were hyper-strong animals that drank blood, could peel open simple armor with their hands, and had sticks that were apparently just as good as our own armor-piercing rounds, but still, we were in Firebound Dragoons. It shouldn’t have even been a contest.

The handful of spider-legs fell onto the Deejee’s upper armor, triggering the anti-personnel deterrent system I’d just armed. Ear-shattering snaps sounded throughout the chamber, loud enough for me to hear within the armor. The creatures fell away, some violently so as the armored skin vented thirty thousand amps per contact. Each of the monsters collapsed in a smoking heap with violent twitches keeping them company all the way to the grave.

“Fuel cell charge, complete,” Deejee announced into the comms.

“Thank you, bud. Here we go.” I throttled my mech forward and cycled into the comms for the other machine. “Burke, it’s Malik. Can you hear me?”

“I read you! I’m getting punched up pretty bad over here. The machine is telling me the armor isn’t going to be able to take much more of whatever they’re doing,” she said, trying to sound in control. I knew she wasn’t.

“Roger that. Listen, tell your AI you want to cycle thirty percent power to life support. It’s going to argue with you, but you need to override.” Even as I gave the order, I marched toward her attackers.

“Wilco,” she responded, the fear in her voice replaced with uncertainty.

I hovered over the tangle of spider-legs, broken guardsmen, and Burke’s mech besieged by attackers. A pang of regret scratched my brain as my finger hovered over the trigger for the flamer. I had no way of knowing if the people being drained by the creatures were still alive or conscious. There was no verifying whether saving them would even help because they were already dead no matter what. I just hoped that after all was said and done, this wasn’t the moment that cursed me to the Five Fires. I’d gladly go for any of the other stuff I’d done. Just not this.

The jet on the side of the mech’s arm flared to life, spitting out a concentrated stream of thick jelly igniting to one thousand degrees in less than a second. Clicking screeches sounded throughout the cave as the swarm covering Sergeant Burke’s mech burned away from the machine doused in liquid fire. The aliens flailed, trying any position or grinding their exoskeletons—or whatever they had—into the ground to get the horrific flame out. Searing agony had some of them fleeing down the cavern tunnels, most likely in search of a water source to ease the pain. The joke was on them. Spraying or submerging the substance only made it burn hotter.

I helped Burke’s flaming mech to its feet, seeing that apart from a peeled side plate at the hip, it actually hadn’t suffered too badly.

“You good?” I asked Burke.

“I think so,” she said meekly, not at all like the stern and severe guardsman she’d been earlier.

“Okay, tell the AI you want to recover all weapons through the magnetic tether.” I switched to a batch link, so I didn’t have to repeat myself to the pair. “Burke, Garza, I need you both to allow my Combat Controller, DG-Six, access to your command protocol menu so we can reconfigure your mechs. They’re set for security protocols and not combat. Then we’re gonna cave in the roof on those tunnels and get our people in here.”

“Won’t they just dig through again?” Burke asked.

“They didn’t dig this place,” I noted. “It’s a mine. And if they dig through, we just drop it on them again.”

Deejee’s voice broke in. “Sam, the two Dragoons are reconfigured. We are ready for combat operations.”

“Good work, Deej. Now let’s hope they can figure out all the toys. Burke, Garza, focus your weapons on the closest tunnel, and we’ll seal them one at a time.”

High-velocity, dual-purpose rounds hammered the support struts set into the cavern. The first tunnels came apart, burying a horde of rushing spider-legs. Tons of rock fell, stopping their advance with the finality you’d come to expect from such things. I vaulted my mech forward, leaving the duo to tackle the last few tunnels.

“Malik! Where are you going!” Garza shouted.

“Cover fire to get the rest of our people in here,” I said in response before switching to the team link for my boys. “Calvo, it’s Malik! Withdraw all dismounts into the caves, then roll in the vehicles by twos to keep the Forty-Ones up and barking.”

“Will do. Where are you going?” Calvo asked.

His question made me wonder why everyone wanted to know what I was up to. “Going out to hold the line during the retreat.”

Stepping between the two Bantams blasting pepper across the lip of the crater, I noticed the drivers having to stand in their seats to put salvo into the creatures who slipped through the machine gunners. The spider-legs were getting brave now that all the things they wanted to suck dry were centrally located, and we’d pushed most of our fighters into the cave.

“Malik, this is Valden. We’re almost dry on mags, and the Four-Ones are down to their last cans.”

“Roger that, Colonel. Pull back to the cave, and I’ll hold the line,” I said, resolute in what came next. It was better not to tell him I had no idea what I was doing in case he had any of his Colonial Marine Corps leadership left in him. Then he’d insist on remaining and getting in the way.

The twin vehicles slammed the gearbox in reverse and took off for the cave, firing as they went. I brought up the twenty-mil, pockmarking the crater’s edge with gunfire. It was violence without mercy against anything that stuck its head out. I’d fired rapid, successive bursts into a squad of spider-legs looking to run over the lip, bringing about the expected results when the entire opposite side of the crater was overrun by the enemy. There was nowhere to shoot that would do any good as that side of the hole was awash in a sea of aliens running at full tilt for the cave mouth.

“Deejee! Prep for A-PAD to shock them off you and lock in boosters ’cause we’re gonna be hopping!” I switched to Predaxes’s command frequency. “Commander, Malik. Pull everyone into the center of the cave so I can blow the doors closed.”

“Negative,” he said. “Get in here, and we’ll fight it out.”

“No time to argue. Dropping the roof, now!” I shouted back.

I locked the last canister into my flechette launcher and punched it at the top part of the cave. Heavy rock and shale tumbled to close off the entrances, leaving enough rubble to create a barrier nearly waist-high to the mech. Topping off my do-not-disturb demolition with rampant fire from the rifle, I collapsed the rest of the roof, closing the cave until the weapon’s bolt slammed back.

With my attention totally focused on keeping my people safe in their new defensive position, the remainder of the creatures pouring in from the jungle, spilling over the lip of the crater, had only little old me to take their aggro out on. As long as the power plant on Deejee held, I was fine with that. The entire horde seemed to bottleneck as they ran straight for the only unnatural fixture set on the terrain. Scattered throughout the mob were a few of the rider beasts plowing through their own people to get at me.

“Sam, I would direct your attention to the battalion plus of alien life-forms sprinting at us,” Deejee said with as much emotion as I’d get out of a food prep station or a self-driving car.

“Hadn’t noticed,” I said. Of course, the AI probably wouldn’t get the joke, but that didn’t mean I didn’t think it was funny.

I waited until the horde was almost on us and throttled the jumpers to max. Superheated jets blasted from the vents, kicking up the dust and loose rock in a vortex of grit that turned the open area of the crater into a sightless domain. Blue flame exiting the thruster ports flared to white hot as the mech sailed upward. Empty snaps and more than a few collisions cracked below me and were soundly cooked by the intense heat from the RCP’s jump engines. Trailing heavy dust, we emerged nearly twenty meters up the other side. I activated the thrusters to put us in a deep arc, dropping us toward the back of the advancing herd of enemies.

“Run the boosters into the anti-personnel arc defense system!” I shouted to the AI.

The engine’s vibration cut out completely, replaced by wind rushing across the armored skin and causing a slight rattle in the frame on our way down. Creaking in the struts reminded me, for the briefest moment, of our old house growing up, when the temperature would cool, and the framing would groan. Before everything went to the Fires like it was doing now.

I landed the mech in a crouch that sent dirt, debris, and bodies flying several meters in the air. The A-PAD system lashed out. Tendrils of electricity coruscated outward, eviscerating anything even close to the mech’s armored hull. I pushed the mech as fast as I could while mowing down scores of aliens.

Jump jets flared again, and the mech narrowed the guide planes on the exhaust ports, putting me in a hover less than half a meter off the ground. The weight of the mech and several adversaries trying to hang onto the armored frame slowed me for only a second as the main thrusters kicked in. We catapulted from our spot toward the road leading out of the crater. Magnetically locking the rifle onto Deejee’s back, I recovered what was—in essence—a tree-sized combat knife from the mech’s opposite side. The blade slid from its brace just in time to sever a spider-leg alien in half, which slathered the front of the armor in the blue-flecked blood I’d been coated with before.

A short spray of cleanser hit the window, and it heated up to evaporate the filth away.

The horde below me attempted to shift direction. It climbed after me, except the mech was moving at well over one hundred kilometers per hour.

An alien gaggle attempted to jump in the mech’s path from above. By the time they reached me, I was already past it. Several slipped on the pebble-slick road, tumbling to their deaths in the crater. Four managed to get a foothold, bracing against what they believed would be a very stoppable opponent. Unfortunately for them, catching a tank currently flying at ridiculous speeds would be much more intense than tethering one of their riding beasts. I slammed into the group, pummeling them from the roadway in a tangle of broken bodies, and barely even saw the speedometer dip.

I’d been Special Forces almost all my career, and there wasn’t much that compared with this moment of being near-unstoppable. The aliens didn’t have modern gear. They were bugs on a windshield. However, what they did have was a basic understanding of physics and ancient tech that worked for them for far longer than we’d been on this rock. At the apex of the road leading out of the crater, the aliens had strung a rope comprised of vines or something equally useless for a mech this size. With the blade leading the way, I cut right through it.

I heard a tremendous racket ahead of me.

So, remember a moment ago when I said the thing about old tech versus being near-unstoppable? Seemed our friends, the spider-legs, might have had a mind reader among them. It turned out the rope was more of a trip wire, and the creatures had set a log fall trap several meters ahead to account for my speed. Lucky for me, their math was off. I was moving a lot faster than they’d figured. Unlucky for me, a log the size of the mech punched into my armored legs, tripping me toward a long fall into the crater.

Alarms and indicators competed for control as the mech nearly collided with the ground during my escape. A quick cut of the engines, and Deejee was back to running. Four steps put me at the crater’s edge when I reignited the hovering thrusters and launched myself. Deejee sailed across a narrow part of the expanse, landing amid the vines and flora of the jungle perimeter. The hop was short-lived as I flared the thrusters and took off again at nearly full speed.

Within moments, I was well away from the crater and back to running through the jungle when Deejee asked, “Do you know where you are going?”

Nothing funnier than a machine trying to be helpful. “I do. We’re running back to the base. Deejee, do you know how many more of these units we have in storage?”

“There were a total of twelve mechs. That means there are nine more available in the warehouse,” the AI answered.

“That’s good news,” I said, and I actually believed it for a moment. “Are we close enough to get a ping off the station?”

“Until we erect retransmission sites, our range will be inhibited by the terrain, but we can try.”

“This is Malik to Ops Center. Malik calling STC. Over.”


CHAPTER 14

MALIK



The thinning jungle canopy granted me a better view of the telecom spires on my frantic run from the mining site. “Only a few more klicks and we’ll be able to⁠—”

Deejee came to an abrupt stop. Projectile weapons on the RCP were nearly dry, so he didn’t even bother to bring those up. Instead, he chose the mech-sized combat knife while copious amounts of power funneled to the A-PAD just in case we needed to thunder cook something.

“Um, Deejee? Is there something that you want to tell me?” 

“One of the native life-forms on the planet is hiding behind the boulder on our two o’clock. She has placed something in the road.”

“We couldn’t have jumped over it? Gone around it? Anything but stop?”

Deejee opened a display window to show me what the typical alien looked like. “This unit’s outings with previous pilots have indicated attempts to communicate via Olyrii scouts seeking more information about us.”

“It’s one of the native tribes and not a space iguana,” I said. “You could’ve led with that. We don’t have the time for this. Either pick it up or go around it.”

Deejee scooped up the parcel, marking a sign in the mud as he did so. Then, we were back at a steady run. 

“What was that sign you just scribbled into the mud?” Seeing a robot intelligence do something so seemingly random pegged my weird-o-meter all the way over.

Another window appeared in the HUD while the AI continued calculating speed, target location trajectory, and a host of other factors.

“It is the Olyrii symbol for gratitude,” Deejee explained. “My previous pilot instructed me to make the symbol every time we received a drop from them.”

The AI had mentioned his previous pilot many times over the past half a day. It only just now dawned on me it was referring to one of the previous settlers—the miners.

“So, the Colony here did have a relationship with the locals?” I asked.

“A complicated one,” the AI answered.

Deejee didn’t further expound.

That made things more interesting for me by orders of magnitude. But it was something that had to be filed away for later. I had friends and people whose relationship status to me was “it’s complicated” buried under tons of rock that weren’t going to last long. 

The comms array in my HUD went active, so I pinged the Con-Ops tower. “Situation and Tactical Control Center, this is Malik. Over.”

“This is STC. We read you, Malik. I have you at half a kilometer from the main gate and closing fast. Why am I hearing from an inmate and not from the commander? Over.”

Funny how someone who was as trapped on an alien planet as I was still preferred to call me inmate. I tried not to take it too personally, seeing as the woman talking to me was still a Lenzaab at heart. “STC, I need you to cycle the gate at my approach.”

“I asked a question,” she said.

“And I gave a command,” I responded. “If we’re gonna just state the obvious back and forth, we’re gonna run out of time fast. We have a failed operation on combat objective, and I need to get help to our people.”

“What happened, inmate?” she demanded, even though I could hear the fear in her voice.

“Have remaining personnel meet me at Warehouse Two. I must refit the Dragoon RCP and prep supplies to recover the command staff. Malik, out.”

Clearing the trees and making for the main gate at a dead run, there was no evidence that the expansive blast doors were opening or even in the process. Caution marking lights on the door housing’s edges would activate, flashing their warning to anyone close to the Cyclopean gate. No twirly yellow lights were going on here, which meant I had to let myself in.

“Deejee, shift direction four seven degrees and execute vault of the exterior wall.”

“Sam, in the time we’ve been gone, it appears the CT-18 construction androids you brought with you have rededicated the defense towers, and we are being actively targeted.”

Not good. I took hold of the controls, switching the RCP command from the AI. I juked the vehicle hard, making for the exterior wall to blind me to the guns. “STC, this is Malik. I have north-facing gun towers locking me with a hard track. Deactivate defenses so I can clear the exterior wall! Over.”

Whoever was on the comms came back online, mouthing a typical Lenzaab demeanor I came to expect from the majority of the guards. “Not until you tell me what happened, inmate!”

Nearly a hundred people buried under a mountain, surrounded by angry arachnids, and she wanted to have story time. Fine. “We tried to clear the mine, but there were considerably more creatures than expected. We were nearly overrun until Predaxes had a plan to bury themselves in the mine and send me for help.”

“Why you?” she demanded.

“We don’t have time for this bullshit, STC. If you don’t kill the track on those guns and open the door, I’m gonna use the Dragoon to make my own way in, and we’re gonna have a much different conversation in person. Now. Open. The. Doors!”

To my surprise, the doors opened. Spinning amber lights flashed across the landscape in time with a warning indicator buzzing its menacing wail.

“It seems the active targeting array is offline, Sam,” Deejee said.

“Boost right here.” I took over motor control from the AI and crossed through the front gate to the other side, close to the structure. When the guns didn’t follow, I hightailed it through the base to Warehouse Two.

Remote opening the warehouse doors, I was greeted with another swirling yellow light that prefaced the portal spreading to allow me access. “Deejee, I need you to remote pilot to the arming station and jack in to cycle the power core.”

“Affirmative, Sam. It will be done. Do you want a combat complement reload of the platform?”

I swung from the pilot’s compartment, climbing down the mech’s leg to the warehouse floor. “Full reload and then skin and dress four additional mechs for hot shot. Can you make that happen in fifteen minutes?”

“That will be difficult in the time requested unless we request their help,” Deejee indicated.

“Whose help?” I asked and almost immediately got my answer when I turned around. A flood of orange jumpsuits had followed me into the warehouse. While some were milling about, taking in the various crates and containers affixed to racking throughout the structure, the majority were staring at me like they wanted me to say something.

In the end, it was a small man who had probably once been muscular until the confinement of prison life had turned him soft around the middle who said what all of us needed to hear. “Whatchu need us to do?”

I removed my helmet, not because I wanted them to see the grin crawling across my face, but because I wanted to feel it do just that. I wanted to feel the heat on my face when these men and women went from being dogs in a cage to dogs with a purpose. 

“Any of you war dogs ever run an arming station?” I asked.

The once hard prisoner raised his hand. “I used to be Delrae Pyntara. Task Sergeant, One-Fiftieth Colonial Cav. I got that rack for you.”

As my jaw opened to ask if there was anyone else, twenty or so hands went up amid the crowd, proudly announcing that this was barely gonna take a few minutes.

I nodded. “Task Sergeant, the entire mess of people who left this morning on that mining hop are in trouble, and that includes some of our guys. Can you rig these mechs for combat ops while I prep a Fat Bird?”

“Thought you’d never ask, sir,” Pyntara said. 

“How do you know I’m an officer?” I asked, responding to the “sir.”

Pyntara’s answer was stolen from him through a parting sea of orange, making way for a Lenzaaban NCO and a squad of armed manechs. They spread out in a horseshoe formation, keeping the prisoners away from their charge.

“Malik! I’m Master Sergeant Ferris. You and these men will stand down this instant until you explain the full accounting of yourself and our missing officers.”

I nodded in time with each of her requests, stopping to appear like I was thinking about my answer. Maybe I was. I’d given considerable thought to this moment. I knew it was coming—just wasn’t sure when. Now that it was here, I was confident in my decision. “Protocol Four-Four-Three-Seven-Three-Three-One Sigmar Indar. Confirm,” I said, happy to remember the sequence after just running and gunning for my life.

“Confirm,” the androids said in unison. 

I pointed to the master sergeant. “Good. Set to condition red and lock out further command override. Surround Master Sergeant Ferris, and if she tries to hinder us in any way, restrain her.”

“Confirm,” the lead android said again. 

“How did you do that?” Ferris screeched. “Inmate! Whatever you just did, you will reverse, or may the Five Fires take you, you will pay!”

Of course, I wasn’t gonna listen to anything the master sergeant said. I had more important things to do. “Anyone in here with ops experience?”

An older orange walked out of the crowd, taking just enough time to gesture rudely to the master sergeant. “Name’s Haeber. I got your ops, sir. Give me two more orange zippers, and I can have this place hoppin’ and poppin’.”

“Make it work, Mr. Haeber,” I said. “For the rest of us, let’s get to stepping!”
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“APPA, it’s Malik. Are you online?” I climbed the loading ramp for the Zedatross assault shuttle, lovingly called the Fat Bird. Ripping a medical kit from its mount on the bulkhead, I slammed it on the floor and took inventory of the contents. Flight crews usually had pretty well-stocked first aid lockers due to landing all over the place for whatever and wherever the operations took them. 

“I’m here, Inmate Malik,” the flight control AI chirped cheerfully. 

“Do you have comms with ARA that would provide for a heavy upload?” I asked. Sifting through the kit, I found a substance analyzer. While the primary purpose of the equipment was to ferret out poison, venom, and other harmful substances, I had faith that the device could also sort out other compounds.

Faith…

A drill instructor once told me that faith and a bucket of worms was worth a bucket of worms. But what else did I have left?

“Inmate Malik, this is ARA.” Purgatory’s ship AI sounded like a university girl on her first weekend away from the parents. That cheery voice would get old quick. “APPA tells me you have a significant amount of data to send?”

Checking the seals on my helmet one last time, I gloved up and opened a portion of the linen bundle the alien had left me on the trail. In Deejee’s hands, it looked like a pellet, but it weighed well over twenty-five kilos and was sealed with some sort of wax or resin. I managed to coax out a small portion of crystalline teal powder, careful not to spill any on the deck. I snapped the cartridge closed, sliding it into the analyzer on my way to the data-port set on the bulkhead. “APPA, please send this to ARA. Can you tell me what this substance is?”

A moment passed with no contact from the station AI. I looked out from the ramp, seeing an enraged Master Sergeant Ferris practically smoldering while held at bay by the ring of manechs she brought to stomp us back into submission. Sorry, lady, never again.

“Inmate Malik? It’s ARA. The substance you analyzed matches an older file from the Colonial mining concern that built the facility. This substance is produced by the Olyrii. It is extremely toxic.”

“Was she trying to trick us into putting it into our kava?” I asked, taking a willful step away from it.

“No, Inmate Malik. It is highly toxic to the creatures Commander Predaxes indicated that he and Lieutenant Commander Garza were intent on clearing from the mines,” ARA confirmed. 

I used a couple of dabs of skin glue from the onboard medic kit to reseal the linen where I’d taken the sample. “If I dropped this from pretty high up, do you think it would aerosolize?”

“Negative. However, according to notes made by the Colonists, it is highly tacky. Infecting a group of them provides a high probability of spreading it to others of their kind. Furthermore, the logs suggest the Olyrii had a relationship with the miners, and this was part of their arrangement.”

“Good enough for me,” I said.

As I’d said earlier, the idea of the Colonists and the Olyrii working together was a bit of intel I would have to further explore later. Right now, I had my own people to worry about, and this toxin was precisely what I needed to turn the tide. The thing that really tickled the back of my skull was the thought that giving us this poison was part of an exchange. What would I owe the Olyrii to hold up our end?

Hefting the bundle, I set it against a bulkhead and used tension strapping to secure it to the frame. “APPA, start preflight and spin the engines for a hard start.”

“Of course, Inmate Malik,” the AI said.

“And for the Five Fires, please call me Sam.” I switched to the local band, hoping to get onto the work detail frequency. “Pyntara? You out there?”

“You know it, sir. Whatcha got for me?” came the salty reply.

“I was gonna ask you the same question.” I crawled through the cargo bay to the cockpit, feeling the throttle of the engines powering up beneath my boots. Sitting in the pilot’s chair, I plugged the data port into my helmet. As far as working headgear went, it did the job but was extremely low rent. Right about now, I was really missing my combat lid full of bells, whistles, and gadgets enough to make a holo-vid star quake in his box office receipts. 

“Four mechs are powered up and almost complete on hot load for combat ops. Sir, you won’t believe the ordy they have in this house. Plus, they’ve got a printer to make more!” Pyntara shouted.

“Like the sound of that, Task Sergeant. But before we go printing combat manechs and sit back with one of those sips with the little umbrellas in them, I need three hitters for a flight crew. One radio/nav man and two gunners.”

With my attention away from what we had prepping, I snapped the Fat Bird’s ASAG into my HUD, then checked the cameras to ensure the wings had been tied down. Seeing no tether, I began a check from the cockpit since I didn’t have the time to do a walk-around.

“Just the criminals for that detail, sir. We’re on it.” Pyntara said. There was a space between when he spoke and when he spoke next that had me thinking he was done with me. Wasn’t the first time I’d tried to walk away while someone was still chewing my ear. “Hey, sir, it feels good to get my hands in the gears again. Thanks.”

There’s no greater feeling than the gratitude of a true warrior. Of course, today still had the potential to go to shit, but for the moment, I considered myself a very lucky man. 

“That’s good, my man. Because I need you and four other bangers to jock up to that command pod and bring those mechs from half-speed to full Fires! Can you rig it?”

Hearing the entry alarm chime in my lid, I took stock of the two bruisers climbing aboard my ship. Both women. Both looking like vipers who’d gone too long without sinking their fangs into something. One turned to face me and stood at attention. She wrapped her knuckles against her chest twice, then pressed her fists to the floor. Her subsequent motion had an arm up, which she slapped before lying flat and covering with her other hand. If my time on a yoke was still good, I was getting signed that both were locking in, and they had weapons primed. I tapped my helmet twice and flashed a thumbs-up before turning to my controls.

“Malik, you read me, son?” It was Haeber from the situation and tactical control station. “I have the OpsCON, and we have a couple of guardsmen still here to help us out.”

“Any problems, Mr. Haeber?”

“Negative.” Haeber chuckled into the comms. “When they found out we were here to help get their officers back, they were cool with it, except for this tall drink of water on sensor ops who tried to pay us to rescue some and leave the rest behind.”

A stringy woman in orange crawled into the copilot seat beside me, slamming the control wire into her helmet and locking into the harness.

“You Malik?” she asked. “Rasha. Or, more to the point, former Captain Analisa Rasha, Fifth Colonial Air Cav, assigned to the One-Fiftieth. You got the rank and flight time, or am I taking lead on the wing?”

“I’ll get us where we need to go,” I told her. “You can take over once we get there. This is both a delivery and a pickup.” 

“Fine with me as long as I get to fly,” she said, the timbre of her voice almost electric. “Man, oh man! If you’d told me I was gonna be flying today, I would’ve slapped you and called you a liar!”

“Then it’s not my place to run the wing. Take us up, Captain,” I said through stifled laughter.

Heavy thruster jets pulled us vertically from the tarmac into a hover roughly ten meters from the ground. Rasha was on point with her next call. “Tail guns, give me a ping for all clear on flight.” When the gunners on the ramp signaled their affirmative, the vehicle continued to rise. “Controller-ops, this is Fat Bird One. We are green for exit.”

“Get after it, Fat Bird One. STC, out.”

While she negotiated with the tower, I toggled my helmet’s HUD to the exterior camera below my feet. Five Dragoon Robot Combat Platforms exited the warehouse to a cheering mob of orange.

“Malik, this is Pyntara. We’re on the roll. I hope you don’t mind, but DG-Six insisted I fly with him today.”

“Wouldn’t have it any other way, Task Sergeant. Don’t fuck up my ride.”

“Yes, sir!”

“Cycle rifles and auto-defense to full. We’re gonna spray the yard for pests, and you come in behind. Deejee give you the low down on what we’re facing?” I asked.

“We ain’t ’fraid of no bugs, sir. Let’s get to stomping.” Pyntara’s convoy of armored mech walkers didn’t wait for the doors to cycle. Instead, they walked up to the security wall and simply vaulted over.

“That’ll do just fine,” I said, noting the proficiency in soldiers shrugging off the rust from their confinement and pushing hard to recapture something precious taken from them. Returning to the instruments, I isolated some off-pattern heat signatures, then realized a squad of manechs was running beside the Dragoons. Good call, Task Sergeant. Good call.

“So let me get this straight,” Rasha said, interrupting my thoughts. “You just happen to land on Purgatory. Five minutes later, a rebel strike ship comes through the wormhole and pastes the Lenzaabs into next week. Then, when we find this planet with the resources to fix our permanent prison, you just happen to be the one to escape being eaten by the local wildlife and assemble a rescue party for our captors. That about sums it up?”

“Yep,” I said while inputting another waypoint into the nav system.

Some of those rude gestures from earlier found their way onto her hand. “Oh. Sure. Good talk. If you don’t wanna go into detail about that other stuff, would you mind explaining how you managed to override the guard’s control of the manechs back in the warehouse?”

“Let’s just say I usually don’t wind up anywhere I hadn’t planned for.”

We did a flyover for the crater, passing in a slow orbit around the sinkhole. Piles of dead spider-legs littered the field, with the occasional riding beast counted amongst the deceased for good measure. A couple of Bantams were flipped over close by the rockslide that marred the mine entrance as the only indication there were humans in the area at all. Any bodies of dead guardsmen or prisoners were suspiciously absent. 

“Spirits,” Rasha whispered under her breath. “Was that all you?”

“Nah. Some of the guys helped a little,” I said, pulling myself from the restraints. “All right, Captain. I need you to do a slow pass, run an orbit to the far hills at two-nine-zero, then roll back and land at the crater’s center.”

“If we’re picking everyone up, why not go closer to the cave-in?”

“We’re not picking anyone up yet. We have to act as bait first.” I slithered from the cockpit to the cargo bay where the back hatch was still open. I clipped myself into a guide wire running the ship’s length and found my bundle still nestled into the bulkhead. The gunner who’d dropped those serious hand and arm signals from before caught up with me while I unstrapped the bundle. The woman must’ve crewed a combat craft before as the ship banked to the side to leave the first orbit, and she didn’t even miss a step.

“What are you doing over here?” the gunner asked.

I pointed to the bundle. “Got a surprise for the bad guys. Gonna need you two to keep them off us when things get weird.”

I rolled the bundle to the center of the cargo bay, then used a securing strap to pin it to the deck. I dropped my fourth point of contact on it like a seat, which was about as comfortable as mounting a grass-covered rock. At the base of the open ramp, both women aimed down the sights of their Zed-Forty-One machine guns while secured into gyro-stabilized seats. The terrain below flashed past the back of the aircraft, awash in the engines’ heat-wavered air, turning the scene into a hazy blur. 

In the distance, tree-topped layers of elevation became even with our POV as the shuttle descended on a steady track. Falling into the crater’s center, the mechanical grind of the landing gear dropping into place, prefaced by a heavy thunk that sounded throughout the vehicle as they locked firm. 

I tapped my radio, hoping I could get through to the people inside after several hours of being gone. “Any station this net. Any station this net. This is Malik, over.”

“Malik! It’s Predaxes! We’re still here? Did you bring back up?”

“Better than that, sir. I have a ride out for us. Gonna have to clear the path first, though. I need you to get everyone as close to the remaining roof supports as possible. Then situate the vehicles and mechs between you and the entrance collapse. We’re gonna dig you out, sir.”

“Roger that,” Predaxes said. “We can hear the Fat Bird’s engine from in here. Moving the vehicles now. We’ll be ready when you open us back up.”

“Malik!” Rasha shouted from the cockpit. 

I ran to the front, just far enough to see the hordes of spider-legs crest over the top of the crater. “Give them about a hundred meters and then take off! Orbit around the crater once we’re up.”

“That is a lot of fast-moving enemy,” Rasha commented. 

I felt her push power to the engines, bringing us off the ground in a hover that had us wobbling just above the ground. Sand kicked up by the thrust danced around the cargo bay in what was to me, a practice run for the dust-filled linen I hoped to dump out on the creepy crawlers. 

“Hold on to something!” Rasha yelled from her perch.

The engines roared, blasting the sand into a whirlwind obscuring the ship’s exact location. Armor-piercing spears used by the spider-legs soared around the back of the hatch, thrown from their point of aim by relentless torrents of thrust. The ship bounced, dropping me to my knees. If it hadn’t been for the tether cable, I’d have been flying somewhere with a long drop and a hard landing. With my hands on the deck, I felt the transition from the VTOL thrusters to the rear engines, and we picked up speed toward the rim of the crater. Spider-legs poured out of the jungle, some just emerging from the trees attempting to launch spears toward us in an effort to bring us down. 

“Here goes nothing,” I said. I rammed my mono-machete into the linen. 

Pushing the cut across the bundle, the light, flakey dust instantly flew about the cabin, mixing with the crater’s dust and flying out the back of the aircraft. From the ground, I’d bet we looked like we were trailing blue smoke from the back ramp. The azure dust lingered in the air before falling over the forest and the crater’s rim. 

That’s when the horror began. 

The first spider-legs affected near the jungle’s edge screamed in that chittering wail they did when in pain. They dropped to the ground, legs and tendrils flailing as their bodies sizzled like a chemical burn. Terrorized shrieks filled the nearby creatures who’d avoided the initial dusting, some lurking in the protective forest canopy to keep from being covered. The aliens at the crater’s floor were affected next, screaming and tearing at their own skin in some vain hope that in doing so, it would remove the peril they’d found themselves in.

Sorry, losers, that’s not how contact-poison works.

Within moments, most of the creatures along the ground were amidst a torturous death. At the same time, the handful of survivors fled to avoid touching their pack mates. The dust must’ve also contained a form of nerve agent that crippled before it killed. Holding onto the deck to keep the slit bag open and spilling its deadly contents, I watched a spider-leg arch its back in such pain-induced spasms that it broke.  

We completed a single orbit around the crater, and the entire swarm spilling into the dig site was dying. Furthermore and better, the handful of creatures escaping into the forest abandoned their attack on us in favor of easier prey. 

“Five Fires!” one of the gunners called out. “Did you know that stuff was gonna waste them like that?”

“Like that? No. All I knew was it was poisonous to them.” With the bag empty and the rest of the spider-legs in full flight, I reached for the bulkhead, taking hold of the interface wire so I could talk to Rasha without screaming. “Captain, let’s set down over by the cave-in and get ready to pick up as much as we can.”

“Dropping now. Steady yourself,” Rasha responded.

The Fat Bird’s tail whipped about, venting much of the remaining dust into the air as we descended. Screaming engines throttled from boost to hover, and the captain backed us against the collapsed mine entrance. Eddies of swirling sand, once a steel-colored gray now tinged with blue, flashed about the aircraft in a cacophony of tapping stones across the hull.

“Malik, it’s Pyntara. My Goons are at the lip of the crater. We saw batches of those monsters hightailing it into the jungle. Proceeding to you now.”

I hung from the ramp strut to peer outside the ship to watch them walk in.

“Good Copy, Task Sergeant. Let’s dig our people out!”


CHAPTER 15

PREDAXES



If someone had asked me a few years ago—when I transitioned from the Marines to penitentiary guardsman—if I thought I would end up on an alien planet outside Lenzaab space buried under a mountain, waiting to be rescued by my own inmates, I probably would’ve reported them for being drunk on duty. What was it my wife used to say? Real life is often stranger than fiction.

My men and the prisoners we’d enlisted to help clear this mine of the creatures occupying it were in rough shape. Typically, guardsmen would be on one side and prisoners on the other. However, with the sheer number of wounded, everyone put aside their grievances and worked together—despite the color of our kits. Of course, there were the occasional complaints once we’d been sealed in, but that was to be expected when getting your backside blasted like we just had. Naturally, they were all looking for someone to blame, seeing how things had gone. And the easiest place to lay the misfortune was at the feet of those from the other side.

Truth is, it should’ve been aimed at me.

I reviewed the tactical plan with my officers using ARA’s help. In all the notes, with all the suggestions, nothing like the situation we’d found ourselves in had even been considered. We had guns, mechs, and vehicles; and the creatures had sticks at best. But it seemed the best input that could have done us the most good was ignored because those suggestions would’ve come wrapped in an orange jumpsuit.

We’d paid the price for my error because Garza said involving the prisoners in the planning process would sour the men. How sour would they be now if some of their friends had died and they blamed the prisoners instead of me? 

I loosened the collar on my undersuit, letting some of the sweat leak onto my armor. I tried to brush off some of it with my hand but only succeeded in creating a muddy mess.

“Seems like the only good thing happening today is we don’t have to file any security overlays with ARA,” Garza said, dropping down next to me.

“I’d handle all those reports myself if it meant we didn’t lose a single life today. How bad is it?” I asked, not really wanting the answer.

Garza pulled the drinking straw up from his armor, more chewing on it than sipping as he spoke. “Eight dead guardsmen and thirty-one prisoners. That number would’ve been higher had we not brought the manechs with us—which are all broken, by the way.”

“Fires,” I swore. While I thanked the Spirits we had so many live through the fight, the numbers my friend had brought me were still way too high. “This is all my fault.”

“That’s a load of crap, sir,” Garza said. “It’s no more your fault than having someone unknowingly move a body infested with Zombie Wasps. You had no way of estimating how many of those things there were or that they’d have another entrance to come at us from behind. We did our best with the gear and info we had at the time. Listen, you’re usually the one to keep us flying straight. Don’t you go getting soft on us now.”

“That’s some pep talk. We need you to suck less right now,” I said, feeling the punch of Garza’s numbers hitting me in the gut again. 

“Look, sir. We got Malik on the outside, probably figuring a way to get us out of this right now. Sure we got our hides tanned, but that’s how we roll. We get beat up, dusted off, and put back to work. That’s what we do for the Collective,” Garza said. Removing the oxygen tube from his armor, he drew in several breaths from this new straw to offset the effect from the atmosphere he wasn’t totally acclimated to yet. 

“You better be careful with the tubes,” I warned him. “Otherwise, you’re going to try and breathe through the water tube, and that could get dicey.”

Garza caught himself from surrendering totally to a bout of knee-slapping laughter while waving the drinking straw in the other hand. “The one in the front is water. Back is breathing. At least we have that part covered.”

He’d made his point that the practiced operation of the armor would keep him from gaffing up, and it had me thinking about how things usually went, especially concerning him. “Normally, you wouldn’t trust an inmate as far as you could throw one, but here you are citing the man’s accomplishments like he already had a spot on the team.”

Another few puffs and sucks from the alternating tubes, and Garza had my answer. “Despite being thrown into a Lenzaab reeducation center, he’s used his skills to save a few guards here and there, and he’d saved my life twice now. I need to believe he’ll come through so I can pay him back. I hate owing anyone anything.”

Now, that sounded like the Garza I knew.

“Good call on that one,” I said.

Standing, I walked away from my friend to stretch my legs.

The bodies of the spider-legged aliens had been cleared away to the cave’s exterior, so everyone I was cautious about stepping over was either a guardsman or prisoner. Some had been stung by the twin tentacles on the aliens’ backs and were just now coming out of the paralysis they’d caused. Others had been pummeled, stabbed, or slicked open by the creatures, with some experiencing a sickly pallor and flu-like symptoms. I traced my steps to Sigmar-One-Four-One, who was seeing to a guardsman propped up against the cavern wall.

“Greetings, Commander Predaxes,” the android said in its expressionless tone.

“Hey, Sigmar-One-Four-One. How goes our patients?” I asked.

“Those simply berated by the creatures or hit with their spears have the associated traumas that go with such injuries. Those, like this unfortunate private, have been hit by the tendrils or tongue, which not only excretes a toxin that sedates the victim but also infects the subject with extremely virulent bacteria.”

“Contagious?” I asked, my skin going cold just from putting the question out there.

“The bacteria are only contagious through fluid transfer, Commander. All cases of stinger victims should be handled by manechs only.”

“Is it something we can fight?”

“Yes, Commander. While I do not have with me the capabilities to do a full-spectrum analysis on the bacteria, preliminary scans suggest a broad-spectrum antibiotic should be sufficient to clear the infection.”

“Thank you, One-Four-One,” I said, trying to look as appreciative as I could when staring into a spider’s worth of red lenses staring back at me. “Keep me apprised of your patients, please.”

Continuing my walk through the pockets of human corpses strewn about the cavern, I didn’t notice Garza had caught up to me.

“Old habits?” he asked. “You used to wander to all the checkpoints on PS-12, checking on the guys to see if they needed anything.”

I laughed at the old memory. Even before the riots, that place had been one disappointment after another.

“That’s because the radios the unit issued us didn’t work through the heavy stone the place was made out of. If I didn’t walk the catwalks, I’d never have a clue what was going on.”

We stood in place, each looking away from the other as we both fought the urge to bring up the riot again. Not the one on Prison Station Twelve—one far worse. But that was a memory I’d rather not visit—ever. That singular event had connected us ever after, like brothers who’d survived an abusive home, knowing they were the only ones who truly understood what they’d been through. And though that bond was intense, it was something that shouldn’t find its way into any conversation if it could be helped. 

I was glad when the squelch on the radio broke, giving us both an out in the situation. “Any station this net. Any station this net. This is Malik, over.”

“Malik! It’s Predaxes! We’re still here? Did you bring back up?” I called enthusiastically into the comms.

“Better than that, sir. I have a ride out for us. Gonna have to clear the path first, though. I need you to get everyone as close to the remaining roof supports as you can. Then situate the vehicles and mechs between you and the entrance collapse. We’re gonna dig you out, sir.”

The kid’s promise had my spirits buoyed.

Garza stalked away, calling any guards who were somewhat still mission-capable to get things moving on Malik’s behalf. In the end, it was the orange jumpsuits that bounded to their feet, taking on the task of getting everything in position for the wayward prisoner we’d placed our hopes in. 

In the midst of my excitement, I still had a knot in the pit of my stomach where something in the equation just wasn’t working out. Garza was out of sorts when it came to this kid, this newcomer whose arrival had been the catalyst to everything we’d been through so far. It was uncharacteristic of him to be this accommodating to a prisoner. 

To him, inmates were like privates or, in some cases, cattle. The last thing he was going to do was take suggestions from an inmate, never mind orders. Yet, here he was, range walking to prod gaggles of prisoners and guardsmen toward the job on an inmate’s say-so.

“Roger that. We can hear the Fat Bird’s engine from in here. Moving the vehicles now. We’ll be ready when you open us back up,” I said.

Garza waved to me from an open Dragoon cockpit as he knelt the machine behind the vehicles. “I’m locking this up now. If you want to help move the wounded, I’ll climb down and give you a hand.”

“Hey! Stay up there. Have Burke stay up there too. If part of the ceiling doesn’t hold, we might be able to use the RCPs to keep the place from caving in completely,” I said through the comms.

Helping one of the wounded, I found myself face-to-face with the Marine, Calvo, doing the same.

“We’ve come a long way from wrestling in the SHU, haven’t we, Commander.”

“This is a lot better than the SHU. Here we have good people and hard work, the hallmarks and building blocks of a stable society,” I said on reflex, almost regretting spewing the party line at a man whose very freedom was compromised because of how the Lenzaaban Government instituted that policy.

To his credit, Calvo laid his charge behind a column of rock beside one of the Bantams and said, “Can’t argue there, Commander. ‘Idle hands are the devil’s playground,’ one of my old gunnies used to say. But I agree with you that this is better than the station. I’d rather be a prince in the Five Fires than a pauper with the Spirits.”

We waited in our spots, hoping that whatever Malik brought with him would be enough to dig us out. But what then? We’d taken nearly one hundred of the most able-bodied fighters with us. Who could he have brought with him to keep the aliens at bay?

Faint sunlight streamed overhead in a single beam that lanced through the dusty darkness. Whatever Malik was up to outside, it had blasted the top of the cave-in with gusts of air that turned everything on our side into a sand-blasted mess. One dirty sunbeam turned into two, with a whole section of the roof coming off, dug away with the giant robotic hands belonging to our Dragoons.

A silhouette formed in the opening, shouting down for all of us. “Commander Predaxes! Malik sent me. He wants to know if you folks need a ride back to base?”

Clapping and cheering erupted through the cavern, made all the louder by the noise echoing off the stone. I turned just in time to see guardsmen and prisoners shaking hands and clapping each other on the back in celebration of making it to the other side of this nightmare operation intact. 

Part of the sunlight coming through shone on the Dragoon piloted by Sergeant Burke, and I had to smile at seeing the upper torso. It had a long, orange scar running down the paint on one arm. I couldn’t help but laugh that the fault would probably go down in history as being battle damage from the purge we’d tried to effect here today. 

I motioned for the curious to stay behind the vehicles until Malik dug us out completely, trying not to crush their enthusiasm while keeping them cautious. Grating, brushing sounds echoed through the chamber as another set of hands ate away at more of the roof. I had to step back to avoid a cascade of rock and heavy earth that tumbled to a stop against the Bantams. Despite enjoying the sunlight streaming overhead, my mood was somewhat darkened at the thought that this political dissident, Samea Malik, had somehow escaped hordes of aggressive aliens looking to kill him, gotten back to base, and, somehow, returned unharmed and un-harrassed to free us from this situation.

If he could do all of this with nothing more than an orange jumpsuit to his name, what else was he capable of?
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I’ve always hated hospitals. After my first crash in the Marine Corps, I suffered a lengthy stay in one while they rejuved the skin on my neck and face. Then there was the rehab for legs that had badly atrophied due to the surgery, along with a healthy dose of “sit there and don’t hurt yourself” medicine my government was famous for. Sure, I had everything covered since Lenzaaban Collective military service guaranteed free health care for life. Still, it wasn’t the type of stuff generals or politicians enjoyed. Everyone got what they needed, but not necessarily what they wanted. I remembered the smell and the antiseptic feel of the place, where the staff would clean the ERs and suites so, when you were gone, it was like you were never there. Wiped away, whether you left on your feet or on your back.

And though I loathed hospitals, what I needed was doctors. While we had the fabricators up to produce for basic needs, we didn’t have them operating to capacity, which meant our current batch of manechs would be in short order without a supply run. On a Lenzaab prison station, constantly exposing doctors to violent offenders showed us we needed ways to mitigate the risk. Having a doctor mauled or shanked by a disturbed inmate was not how the Lenzaaban government wanted to use the valuable resource. Manechs became our defacto medics, surgeons, and general care doctors, seeing as they could be programmed to be anything we needed. But they lacked the intuition or instinct some doctors had that made them brilliant. In the end, they weren’t all the prisoners wanted, but they were what they needed to ensure our staff stayed safe. 

And, right now, mannequin-medic situation was dire.

I stepped from the shuttle ramp to clear a path for a batch of bots assisted by inmates, carrying a set of wounded guards into the hospital building. Although there were more than a fair share of broken bones and lacerations, a good number of the wounded were stinger victims, now in the grip of a ravenous fever looking to burn the infection away. These were all my victims—casualties of not doing a sufficient enough recon to formulate a good enough plan, and they were paying for my error in pain.

Luckily, Task Sergeant Kildane arrived to interrupt that narrative from creeping any further into my thoughts. “From what One-Four-One is saying, he thinks a little medication and these people will be up on their feet in no time, sir.”

“That’s the assessment, Task Sergeant. With any luck, we can have mining operations started at the end of the month so we can repair PS-12,” I said absently. I didn’t want to acknowledge the horror we’d just been through to gain an advantage on Faebos for fear it would spread from Kildane to the other guardsmen like the bacteria making my men sick.

“So, is this a temporary stop, sir?” Kildane asked. “As in, are we only here to get what we need to fix Twelve, and then we’re back in business?”

“Speak plain, Kildane,” I said, tired of the runaround. We were all stuck here on this rock, and, frankly, I could use a bit of straight talk.

“Yes, sir. A lot of folks are worried there’s no going back. That we’re here to stay, and we just gotta take the good with the bad.”

“And what do you think, Task Sergeant?”

“I think that even though we took a beating, your plan to get us back on PS-12 is a smart one so the Collective can mount a rescue.”

“If you would be so kind as to gather the command staff and have them meet me in Classroom One, I would appreciate it. Make sure to count yourself among that number.”

“Yes, sir.”

Kildane high-stepped to do as I asked, leaving me to my thoughts once more.

I walked past the tarmac toward the Command and Control building, passing rows of people laid out to either be carried into the med center for treatment or bagged up for burial. The administrator in me reflexively thought something awful. I chastised myself for even entertaining the notion that this massive loss of life would drastically reduce the supplies we’d need back on PS-12. To counter that, it reduced what the Collective would allow us. I went from morbid to macabre in a heartbeat, laughing the idea away. What Collective? We were screwed. 

Leaving the triage area, I placed my helmet back on, bringing a new window front and center on the HUD. My favorite picture of my family.

My wife—a stunningly gorgeous blonde who hadn’t aged a day since her twenties—hovered over my two kids. Her arms spread about them—my boy, a toe head just like her, and my baby girl, who I’ve been told is proof of my involvement in the process. My beautiful bride looked like she could pick them up to carry wherever she pleased because they were hers. Those eyes looking into the camera told me how much she loved those kids and begrudgingly loved me, the Marine who was always away. 

“It’s for the greater good, for our future,” she would say, placating my guilt and lying to herself. 

I almost tripped over a stack of cargo boxes, lost as I was in that image. Lost in people I couldn’t be certain I’d ever see again. Yet, that one image held a considerable chunk of my heart. After everything that happened today, I needed to hear their voices, feel their weight as they pounced or hugged, and feel the kind of love that drove away the self-loathing that filled my skull at the moment.

I entered Classroom One long enough to put up a full pitcher of kava when everyone began to stroll in. It was as basic as any high school classroom: a dozen desks and chairs, a large screen mounted on the wall at the front, and six metal cabinets mounted to the western wall. No windows. One door.

“Task Sergeant Kildane is staying behind to work through some details,” Garza said as he took the first cup offered.

“I wanted him here,” I said.

“And I needed him elsewhere,” Garza said. “Come on, Ben. The kid’s not needed here. He is needed out there.” 

I nodded. He wasn’t wrong, and my relationship with my XO was good enough that we could have these little disagreements and move forward without much to hash out.

“Everything working, okay?” I asked him.

Garza took a sip from the cup and shrugged. “Patients—both guardsmen and inmates—are being shuttled into the med center. We have two prisoners who used to be Colonial medics helping things along. And while that’s good, we have some issues. I had to detain Master Sergeant Ferris.”

“Detain?”

“Yes, sir. She was trying to find and murder Malik.”

“Murder?” I asked a little louder than I’d wanted.

Garza put up his hands, signing that he wanted me to pump the overly cautious commander breaks. “Kildane and I spoke to her. Just thought you should know before she gets here. She understands it was a tense situation, but she wants payback for an inmate just running over her like that. But it’s not the only problem. Burke started weapons turn-in for the inmates. They’re all military and should know that when the day is done, all guns go back in the arms room. The two scouts we’d been relying on, Dane and Bridger, refused to give theirs up. They said they were going to do some look-around mission or some other thing to make sure we didn’t get jumped by the aliens we’d driven off.”

I shrugged and poured myself some kava. “Seems like the right thing to do. Who put them up for it?”

“Calvo. Your buddy, the Marine. Problem is, he didn’t clear it with any of us, and when I asked him, he said he was just trying to be proactive in keeping everyone safe.” Garza crushed his kava cup and tossed it in the trash bucket beside his foot. 

“Something we’ll address,” I said, motioning to the incoming staff. When everyone was seated, I started the way I always did when tensions were high. I paced around the room. They couldn’t just glare daggers at me if they disagreed, and they couldn’t just blindly nod. If they wanted to be engaged during what I had to say, they had to follow, reacting to me moving about them. 

“Before anything else gets said, I take full responsibility for the losses we suffered today. I thought I had a clear understanding of our enemy and what it would take to overcome them. I considered them dumb animals, and we paid a high price for that. I am truly sorry for you suffering as a result.”

I halted right there to take in any reaction. I was about to continue when Kildane spoke from my helmet’s external speakers.

“Sir, we know you’re doing your best to get us back home. We got you, sir.”

Garza gave me a slight nod as if to both agree and acknowledge that, although the kid wasn’t present in body, he was there in spirit.

Master Sergeant Ferris hopped from her perch on a table to air her grievances next. “But what we can’t do, sir, is let this degenerate into a situation where the inmates are allowed to roam freely and do whatever they want.”

“Please, tell me how you really feel,” I said.

And she did. “I understand we need to yoke them as a workforce, but we’re still Lenzaab officers and NCOs, and at the end of the day, they are still prisoners of the Collective. We can use the work to reeducate them just like we did on the station, but that is where our relationship should end, sir.”

“Commander Predaxes,” my helmet speakers chirped with Task Sergeant Kildane’s voice again. “I need you at Warehouse Two right away.”

Garza whistled and pointed toward the door, and the lot of us abandoned the cushioned chairs to race for the exit. There was something terrifying about a batch of senior command staff running in a group at a flat-out sprint. And while some of us were more fit than others, leading to more of a column than a real formation, the intent was clear. Get out of the way. 

We plowed through groups of orange-jumpsuited personnel shouting at manechs and guardsmen keeping them from the warehouse’s rear ramp. Sirens from the speakers in our helmets were enough to move everyone aside so we could make our way to Kildane.

Hung to the outside of the building were the two scouts, Bridger and Dane, swinging limply from rigging lines attached to the top of the warehouse. They’d fallen roughly ten meters when the lines snapped taut and either broke their necks or strangled them to death. We wouldn’t know until we could get them down for examination. Spray painted on each of their chests was the word INMATE in bright white. The ground below them had already baked the contents of their bowels into the tarmac, making me feel guilt and gratitude that I still had my helmet on.

“What in the Five Fires is this?” Garza asked. 

Just outside the warehouse opening, Calvo was laid spread eagle on the hard top, with two manechs securing him and a guardsman holding a rifle against his neck. The rest of the dream team, the ones who’d risked everything to protect us, rested in a line on their knees with their hands interlaced above their heads. Malik was the first one in line, his helmet off and glaring at us with a placid face holding eyes of malice and murder.

We all saw him, and all gave pause, like walking into a zoo and seeing a hunting cat sizing you up behind bars. I’d seen that look more than once in my time working corrections, and each time gave me a momentary start I’d soon forget once I was back behind my desk. But Malik was a particular operator of a higher magnitude than we were used to dealing with. If that look meant anything, this incident had to be dealt with immediately, or we would be in serious trouble. 

Kildane motioned for me to join him inside the warehouse, where two NCOs waited beside him. “Sir, sorry to interrupt the meeting, but this couldn’t wait.”

“I see that. What happened,” I demanded.

Sergeant Burke, the NCO who’d ridden a Dragoon into the cave to assist Garza, let her rifle dangle on its sling and folded her arms over the stock. “Commander, we’d been arguing with inmates Dane and Bridger about turning their weapons into the arms room. The situation escalated for the corporal and me when his crew showed up to help them argue the point. Since they wouldn’t follow orders, we tried to take the weapons by force. There was a fight, and the first scout, Dane, was killed. His associate tried to ratchet up the violence after that, and we were forced to put him down as well. We immediately secured the rest of their men to keep the situation in hand, and we hung the bodies as a reminder of what happens when you go against the Collective.”

Her righteous indignation crumbled when I took off my helmet, and she saw the rage in my face. “You killed two men that fought to save you as if you were their own! That man over there, the one you have on his belly, saved your superior officer.” I growled, pointing to Calvo and then to Volina, whose mouth still hadn’t closed at the grizzly scene. “And that man there, Malik. He’s the reason those creatures didn’t peel your skin and drink you like it was ordering rounds at the bar. And you have them on their knees!”

Burke squared up to me, hoping her intervening in my line of sight would calm me and bring me around to her point of thinking. “Sir, they’re inmates. We have a responsibility to maintain order for when help arr⁠—”

“Sergeant Burke, help isn’t coming!” I shouted, not caring who heard me. “I am broken at the fact we may never see our loved ones again. My wife. My kids. We all have things we want to get back to. But take a Firebound look around! We are stuck on this rock as our only hope of surviving this nightmare, and the only help you had any chance of getting was from them!”

“But, sir⁠—”

“You will only speak when I permit you,” I said. “Understood?”

Burke nodded once, and I continued a little calmer.

“We needed to come together as a community, a new Collective to build something here, and you’re trying to kill it before it can even stand on its own. And why? Because they’re inmates? Look around you, Sergeant. We are all in Purgatory now.”

I turned to stare into the face of my friend, my backup when things got tough, and like I’d done to Burke, his helmet coming off stopped me as quickly as running into a bulkhead that didn’t want to move. It was the same look he had during the riots. His expression told me he wasn’t going to be on the losing side of things. Not now. Not ever. My friend wasn’t going to stand beside me. He was going to join these mutineers to stand in our way.

Master Sergeant Ferris walked to me grim-faced, standing between Garza and me to claim my attention. “Clearly, today’s events have been a strain on you, Commander, and from the sound of things, you’re going to need some time to be able to lead us through these difficult times. We cannot advocate for a full prisoner release right now, sir. The fact that you’re siding with the prisoners who attacked your own people marks you as unfit to lead.”

“Unfit to⁠—”

A pair of manechs shouldered me on either side, cutting off my response and taking hold of my arm and weapons. I watched the impossibly strong bot pull my sidearm, the weapon disappearing into its own armor as it took hold of my other arm. After it was gone, I fixed my hate on Garza.

“Just like last time, huh?” I growled.

Before he could respond, Volina stepped into our orbit. The feisty, take-no-back-talk officer I’d schooled was defending me, even though she was probably doing it out of duty to my station rather than any personal obligation to me.

“Are you out of your mind, Master Sergeant? Who are you to pull rank on a field officer without seeking the authority to back you up?”

“Stand down, Lieutenant Volina,” Garza said. “The commander has been pushing for releasing the prisoners for a while now. You know it, and I know it. If we’re going to maintain discipline, order, and safety for everyone, we have to move things in the right direction. Getting the station repaired so we can be recovered by the Lenzaaban Collective isn’t going to happen with things the way they are.”

“And who’s going to run things, Lieutenant Commander? You?” Volina scoffed. “How many times have you told us you didn’t want his job, sir? You know it, and we know it. This is not the way we do things in the army.”

“You’re right, Lieutenant. I didn’t want the job. But I’m here now, and my friend is clearly impaired over the losses this morning. So, since someone has to do something, I will take command until Commander Predaxes is more himself.” 

“I’m fine with that,” Master Sergeant Ferris said. 

“I’m not,” Volina threatened. She stalked forward, her hand resting on the pistol at her hip. “This is a hot load of garbage, sir. How many times has this man stood up for us, even when we gave him no reason to?”

I stood helpless as she shrieked in sudden agony, her knees buckling under her until she hit the deck. Seeing Burke at her side aiming a scalder, I lunged forward to no effect in the crushing grip of the androids holding me in place. They forced me to my knees, where I watched in horror as we turned on our own. Burke removed Volina’s sidearm, clearing it from the holster and stepping back before shutting down the pain-emitting weapon.

“Seeing as you’re as hysterical as he is, you can join him,” Burke said through a self-righteous grin.

Garza pressed forward, snapping the stolen weapon out of Burke’s hand and using the enhanced strength in his armor to shove the woman clear from her feet. She collided into the racking with a slam that rebounded her off the metal slats and into a crawling mess at everyone’s feet.

“While I agree with you, Master Sergeant Ferris,” Garza said, “Sergeant Burke just attacked a Lenzaab officer who was only arguing a point. We don’t know whether allegiance would’ve trumped duty in this case, and now we won’t because the lieutenant has previously demonstrated that if you try to force her hand, she will actively try to kill you for it. And now, to keep that from happening, Volina will have to be sequestered with the commander. Let me make things clear, Master Sergeant, the next person that goes off half-cocked like Burke, in any form or fashion, I will take perverse pleasure in hanging like those bodies above us. Understood?”

“Yes, Commander,” Ferris barked. 

“Straighten that sergeant out,” Garza ordered. “Then I want these bodies taken down and given to the prisoners for burial. Is that clear?” 

“Yes, Commander,” Ferris replied. I could almost see the wheels turning behind her eyes on who she was going to get for which work detail.

“Androids on me,” Garza said. “We’re going to escort the commander and his subordinate to their quarters.” 

I was roughly moved past the assembly and through the crowd of orange watching me being taken into custody. They remained silent, choosing to keep their comments to themselves in true soldier fashion, which meant they’d gloat over our dead bodies when they got their chance. Even though I was jerked forward by the manechs, I risked a glance behind me to Volina. She was in the grip of two other bots, stumbling through the hazy pain she’d just been punished with. Imagine every nerve ending touched by an invisible beam, suddenly feeling like it were on fire and eating your flesh to the bone. It was supposed to be used in short bursts to drive crowds apart and break up fights, not for prolonged exposure that threatened permanent nerve damage.

“I’m not carrying this,” Garza said, replacing my helmet. When the seal hissed, the telltale sign that the armor was locked, he was in our private channel. “I just want you to know I didn’t give you up.”

“I wasn’t sure,” I said, not hiding any of the murder in my voice. “Things were going so well with you not backing me up that when my NCOs betrayed me, I really couldn’t be sure.”

“I told you, the guards at large were not going to be on board with this whole peace, love, and acceptance thing you had going. Some of these inmates were never going to see the outside of a cell again, brother,” Garza insisted.

“You say that word like you mean it,” I shot back.

For his part, the man who so often called me brother paused a step before recovering himself. We were dragged along for a minute that seemed to stretch for hours when he spoke next. “Listen, that last time, the riot? You got me through. So let me get you through.”

“Is that what this is? You’re playing them?” I asked.

“It’s not just me, Benjamin. The new guy, Malik, he’s not who you think he is.”

“And just how do you know that?” I said, practically sneering inside my helmet.

“Look, we’re in a tough spot. Instead of just the prisoners trying to kill us, it’s both sides now. We have to play this smart, Ben,” Garza pleaded. “As soon as I can get you out of this, I will. But for now, let me work this from the inside.”

During a time when we were closest to death, Garza’s fear and anger got in the way of his judgment, and it almost cost him his life. The roles were reversed, and now, it was my friend trying to save me. Having an inmate come at you was one thing, but your own officers and NCOs who were supposed to follow your orders turning on me raised a level of anger I hadn’t been prepared for. I was also trying to approach this from a civilized perspective. We were all in survival mode because of the attack. Civilized had no place on Faebos. Maybe instead of arguing my point, I should’ve been the first to draw a weapon.

And maybe, instead of sinking to their level, we beat them at their own game. Yeah. I like that a lot better. “Sorry. On a Lenzaab posting this⁠—”

“On a Lenzaab posting, they would have been shot,” Garza finished for me. “End of story. But now, we have to be the ones to undo this and win everything. I’m not sure that you’re one hundred percent right in saying the Collective isn’t going to come for us. But at the same time, if we’re all going to get through this, we have to build something that works for all of us, so it’s not us versus them. Know what I mean?”

“When did you get so smart?” I countered.

We heard gunfire and screams coming from behind us.

Garza reached up to his helmet, most likely cycling to another band in the net. He shadow-linked me to the incoming transmission so I could listen in on the report.

“I want all guardsmen and manechs over the wall now!” Ferris shouted into the comms.

“Master Sergeant, this is Garza. Report!”

As a member of the Lenzaab military confinement corps, Ferris had been around inmates most of her adult life. She’d seen the savagery and ingenuity they’d use to direct their evil at us and each other. I could hear it in her voice when she spoke to Garza.

“Sir, inmate Malik was previously capable of overriding our manech control. Probably some military preset we’d failed to plan for. We attempted to gag and bind him before moving him over to the prisoner population, but he got loose. He took the scalder from Burke and flashed us with it. In the confusion, he procured a rifle, shot the manechs, and killed Sergeant Burke.”

There’s always that aha moment when you’ve been exposed to something, stood right next to it, and seen it at work but never really stopped to think of its real potential to come right back at you. Hearing this come over the comms was like being a child and placing your hand on a hot stove. Even as a kid, you knew there was fire. You knew it burned, but it never entered your mind that it could burn you. My kids had gone through it with one of our dogs. We’d seen her be aggressive over her food. We’d seen her bite at our other dogs who came too close. There shouldn’t have been any surprise when my oldest tried to move the food bowl to avoid a dog fight and got bit.

Garza broke away from our little procession, hurrying in the opposite direction to deal with what had just gone down. That left the manechs to deposit me into what would serve as my cell. I struggled long enough to see them practically carry Volina into her room, eventually succumbing to their strength to push me into mine. When the door shut behind me, I brought my attention back to the HUD where Garza had shared his helmet cam with me.

The man sprinted back the way we came as fast as the motor-assisted armor would carry him. Despite auto-stabilizers in the helmet, the shaky-cam effect was enough to have me puke whatever was left of my ration pack all over the inside of my lid.

Garza dashed around a corner to even more guardsmen than we’d left there, securing the scene in full kit with rifles at the ready. The prisoners were gone, leaving plenty of room for a squad of fresh troops running in file to make for the side of the building.

Having read Malik’s file, anyone with half a brain could tell he was dangerous, but that still didn’t prepare me for the grizzly scene being shot from Garza’s helmet cam. One of the prisoner bodies hanging from the warehouse exterior had been cut down and now had company in the form of the squad of manechs Malik had savaged with the stolen rifle. Laying beyond a vomiting Master Sergeant Ferris, Burke’s body splayed out on a piece of racking with her head past where the shelves ended. Her eyes stared blankly up toward the ceiling with her neck at a wicked angle. 

You didn’t have to be a professional medic or surgeon to tell the woman’s neck was broken. The rifle Malik had stolen rested beneath the body with clear evidence the thing had been savagely bent at the middle. Garza only glanced at the corpse before turning away in disgust. 

“Commander Garza, sir. We have a squad hunting for him right now. He ran toward the other warehouse,” Ferris coughed through her dry heaves.

Before Garza could respond, Malik’s RCP, DG-6, came sprinting around the racks from its charging station on a tarmac. Guardsmen there to secure the scene dove between stands or cargo containers as DG-6 cracked charge toward the command team. The Goon reached out to a section of racks and slammed its outstretched hand into the bars. The A-PAD system arced from the armor and thrashed the rigging with a titanic crack. Weaponized electric flashes snapped from the bottom of the platform into the waiting form of Master Sergeant Ferris. The woman who’d been trouble up to this point was violently thrown into the RCP’s wake, landing on the floor in a smoking armored heap that bounced to a complete stop ahead of Garza’s camera.

The view leaned at an odd angle that led me to believe Garza had reached down to check for a pulse but also gave me enough to watch the mech make for the exterior wall. In a quick series of hops, Malik climbed from beneath the machine’s other arm and hopped into an outstretched hand. Then, with a leap and a toss, DG-6 flung Samea Malik over the wall to disappear into the green beyond, amid a cacophony of cheering and threats.

I removed my helmet, feeling more drained than I had in the previous days—even more so than being buried alive in the mine entrance after fighting for our lives against monsters. Some part of me was glad for the break and, in a small way, relieved that this had happened now. With the mining operation still a priority, the traitors within would have to guard all of us and keep an eye on monsters outside the walls while they dug. That meant gaps in concentration, security, and discipline, which made my job of retaking control of this mess much easier.

As a pilot in the Marine Corps, we all had a taste of what we lovingly referred to as the crazy legs course. Officially known as RESEC, the Resist, Evade, Survive and Escape Course was a grueling no-holds-barred experience for pilots that put them through a simulation of a crash landing on a hostile alien planet. Of course, I thought I would be the guy who beat the instructors at the greatest game of hide-and-seek the Lenzaab military could devise and instead broke my arm in the attempt. The bad guys in the scenario were still instructors, and their foremost responsibility was to patch me up. A short time later and I had a cast hard enough to keep the bones in my arm firm so I could complete the course. It also provided me a weapon to use as I saw fit and, in some cases, a place to hide purloined items small enough for me to get away with it. Ultimately, I passed the course because I refused to quit, even though I was hurt. But the instructors also overlooked the ways I cheated using the cast because, in the end, the course wasn’t about playing by the rules and hoping you would come out the other side. It was about playing by the rules until you had enough opportunity to break them.

And therein lyeth the lesson. A good chunk of my men had decided their one or two years of experience trumped mine in regard to surviving what had befallen us. What I found truly funny about that was I hadn’t seen any of them in the RESEC course.


CHAPTER 16

PREDAXES



Alight knock on the door woke me. I’ll be honest; I wasn’t expecting that. In fact, I didn’t expect anyone to care enough to check on us. The sound on the carbonized door was hollow like whoever was on the other side was wearing combat action gloves. I left my undersuit top hanging close to my waist, not really caring who was on the other side of the door.

“Come in,” I said without enthusiasm.

The door opened, and a manech stood proudly on the other side.

“Good morning, Commander Predaxes. I am relieved to see that you were well,” Sigmar-One-Four-One said.

“Sigmar-One-Four-One. It’s good to see you too. What are you doing here?” I asked.

It was rare to see the androids with their helmets off as they typically only stripped out of their armor when not on mission. One-Four-One held his and was smiling. His ash-white face and bald head contrasted the black armor like the whole contraption was on a mannequin for display. But there he was, just waiting for me with a pleasant smile on his face most politicians in the Lenzaaban Government would have killed to be able to affect. 

“I was asked to check on you and see if you and Lieutenant Volina would like some fresh air. After all, inmates require at least one hour of physical activity outside of confinement per day under Lenzaaban Collective guidelines.”

“That’s, that’s very kind of you, One-Four-One. Did you take that upon yourself to do this, or were you instructed?” I asked, curious as to the nature of the visit. 

“I approached Lieutenant Commander Garza with the offer to conduct a wellness check after your confinement last evening, and he agreed it was a good idea,” Sigmar said, even adding a hand gesture to cement the retelling. 

“Let me get dressed, and I’ll join you,” I said. “Just out of curiosity, where are the other androids that were guarding us?”

Grayish lips set into his wan face pursed as the machine made to look similar to when a man thought about how to answer. His expression caused his synthetic skin to tighten, scrunching the tattooed numbers starting at his cheek and tracing up over his eye. “Master Sergeant Ferris sent unit Falco-Two-Seven-Four to ascertain Lieutenant Volina’s condition last night after your incarceration, sir. She also deemed that a single manech would be sufficient to keep both you and the Lieutenant confined since neither of you were armed. Unit Falco-Two-Seven-Four is still in the room with your guardsman, sir, and can hear everything happening on this level. Be warned: Falco-Two-Seven-Four would detect any escape attempt and return you to your room as per its watch protocols.”

“I see. Well, thanks for the input One-Four-One. I’ll just finish getting dressed and join you in the corridor,” I said, gesturing back toward the door.

Not offended in the least by me kicking him out, Sig left for the lieutenant’s door, presumably to deliver the same message he’d given me. I was jealous of him at that moment. No anger at being betrayed. No sense of loss for a family he may never see again. No tortured spirit for two prisoners being murdered when they could’ve gone on to be leaders in what we were trying to build. All he had to do was obey commands without an annoying conscience to tell him otherwise. 

I finished assembling the last piece of my armor, grateful for it having a full charge. Having had plenty of time to relax last night after being jailed, I felt like I had a full charge as well. With my helmet under my arm, I joined Sigmar in the hallway outside Volina’s door. He still had his helmet tucked under his arm; if I didn’t know any better, I swore he was carrying himself the same way Calvo often did. Thinking about the Marine, I sincerely hoped he’d made it through the night without too much trouble from my—Garza’s—guards. If this little insurrection on the part of Ferris and her band of sycophants held to pattern, they’d be using their firepower and manechs to keep the prisoners in line. I got a cold batch of flesh starting at my temples and running down my spine at the thought of what kind of treatment the inmates were receiving at the moment. 

Volina was hard on prisoners when they disrespected her or her team, but this current batch had seized power right from under our noses. So either my read of my own people was so far off, I didn’t see the warning signs, or we’d just suffered a harrowing mutiny and we were in for some buckets of brutal to pour all over the deck.

Volina walked from the door, leading the Falco manech into the hall. “You look spry, sir.”

I winced at the dry sound of her voice. She croaked like she hadn’t had anything to drink since we’d been dropped into this mess. “Nothing like a good night’s sleep in lock-up to reinvigorate a man. You good, Lieutenant?”

She took a sharp breath with her eyes closed, straightening herself as she zipped her undersuit all the way to the neck as was proper. The difference between us is that she hadn’t put on her armor. In just her blacks, she took several steps to test her balance and began exiting the hallway. “I’m good, sir. Just trying to execute my way out.”

I really wanted to laugh at that point. It would’ve been cathartic to let the joke settle in my gut for a rolling belly laugh. Still, I was more worried about how she was walking than acknowledging her making fun of Garza telling her to leave my office during our last counseling session. I turned to collect Two-Seven-Four’s attention and asked, “What is the medical status of Lieutenant Volina?”

Unlike Sigmar, this unit’s helmet was firmly on, staring at me with a face full of optical arrays. “Lieutenant Volina is in acceptable condition after being subjected to an elongated pulse from a pain compliance device. After examination, I have determined that she has suffered no permanent nerve damage. However, she will encounter known side effects from such prolonged exposure. Such effects include dry mouth, subcutaneous bruising, soreness from muscular strain, and minor tearing, as well as⁠—”

“I get it. Is death a possible side effect?” I asked, cutting the machine off.

“The chance is minimal, but not out of the question. Her heart is strong, leading me to suspect there is a point zero one four eight percent chance of cardiac arrest after having eight complete hours of sleep.”

“You sleep eight hours?” I asked Volina.

“Perhaps in dog years,” she responded.

“I think you’ve got that backward.”

“Well, the answer is an emphatic ‘no.’” She started off down the corridor.

I fell in line with the lieutenant on her way out of the building. One-Four-One stayed shoulder to shoulder with me regardless, probably following some order from the command staff to keep us well in sight. Ahead of us, Volina wobbled through the walk outside, occasionally twitching through the soreness. She maintained a huddled posture with her arms wrapped about herself.

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t worried about her.

Prisons aren’t exactly places for proper civilized behavior, no matter how strict the rules or observation. Inmates attacking each other, especially in unwatched areas, led to the victims staggering away, looking for help. A prisoner holding themselves—even if all it’s doing is providing the illusion of comfort—was usually a clear sign there’d been an attack, even if the prisoner didn’t want to report it. Volina’s walk ahead reminded me we weren’t on the right side of the fence anymore.

“Point zero one four eight percent, huh?” I asked the Falco unit.

“Rounded up.”

“Those are good odds,” I said, continuing on our way.

Outside the apartment building, things looked as they did during the last few weeks, except for a heightened security presence. Guards were situated in the surrounding buildings on balconies and rooftops, observing behind the faceplates of helmets where they were also most likely having a good conversation about things going back to the way they should be.

Manechs armed with scalders roamed through the work areas in the dispassionate way they went about everything. The Lenzaaban government experimented with the Colonial practice of including emotions in the models, but it didn’t go well. Some of the pleasure androids kept by several high-ranking politicians got too attached to their owners and assaulted them, tried to stage a revolt. So now, instead of anything with a personality, we had blank soldiers whose only purpose was to shoot or fix anything we ordered them to. 

But another oddity in the mix was the occasional guardsman working beside the prisoners instead of guarding them. Stripped of their strength-enhancing armor, the black undersuited Lenzaabs carried, assembled, and cleaned right beside orange jumpsuits who were treating them as equals.

“One-Four-One? Why are those Lenzaabs working with the prisoners?” I asked.

“After your relief last night, those individuals brought their concerns for the change of command. They argued with Task Sergeant Kildane for your release and reinstatement. It did not go well, and there was a brief skirmish. One of the dissenting troopers died as a result.”

The news hit me in the gut, prompting me to stop in the middle of the tarmac. I doubled over, finding breathing more difficult than usual, and pressed my palms to my knees. I felt light-headed, as though any more news, any more of this poison working through the camp, would do me in. If I had just put a bullet into Burke before all this started, I could’ve stopped it. 

“How many guardsmen were stripped of their posting?” I asked.

“Seventeen,” One-Four-One said. “It was eighteen.”

“Yeah, I figured,” I barked a little more aggressively than I needed to. Luckily, he didn’t have emotions on board, so my guilt lasted until my next question. “Who was it? Who died?”

“Shaligher. He was a private working for Corporal Daniker, under—” the android started before I interrupted his complete retelling of the guy’s chain of command.

“Daniker was the kid Malik saved from the attack on the station. One of Volina’s guys. Is he okay?”

“Yes, sir. He is confined to quarters. He blamed Master Sergeant Ferris and Task Sergeant Kildane for the private’s death and promised to kill them both.”

“Oh,” was all I managed to stammer. Things were degenerating fast, and if something wasn’t done, they were going to get a lot worse. I took a mental snapshot of the guards who’d been stripped of their armor, creating a list of those I could and couldn’t trust. They weren’t hard to spot in the sea of orange working about the facility. Garza’s name on that list was pending. First, I’d need to be sure his little ruse was just that—a ruse. 

Volina sat down ahead of me on a bench near the outside of Warehouse One. Depositing next to her, I got a clear glimpse of her pain-wracked face and puffy eyes that were anything but rested. “Long night, huh?” 

A deep exhale. That was the first part of her response. From the look of it, pain came from just breathing. “This is wrong.”

“I know. I’m going to fix it,” I said, trying hard to sound like I believed it. “Did they give you any pain meds last night?”

Volina shook her head. “No. The med android said Ferris’s orders were to have me experience the lingering effects of the pain compliance device to cement the lesson that failing the Collective was painful for all of us. In layman’s terms: sit in your cell, feel the pain, and think about what you did. As soon as⁠—”

“As soon as we’re back on our feet and this is settled, we’ll get things back to normal.” I cut her off, not wanting anything we said out of school to be taken back to the principal, if the analogy fit.

She nodded, hopefully picking up my hints to keep things under wraps until we had a chance to speak without a walking surveillance unit at our backs. I had my armor and helmet, but she wasn’t wearing hers, so plain old face-to-face conversation would have to do for the moment.

“I’ll be happy to settle things whenever you are, Commander.” Her voice dripped with malice I hoped One-Four-One missed while he was standing there. Anyone who knew Volina for any length of time experienced her temper, but this was on a whole new level. She was practically seething. 

“One-Four-One, can you find some pain reliever for the lieutenant?” I asked.

With his customary agreement, the android walked away, leaving us to sit in the midmorning sun for our mandatory yard time. I didn’t have to look around to note the guards higher up had added us to their watch or that One-Four-One had called in what he was doing. 

“We should have a moment to talk,” I said.

“Are you sure? Because we’d eavesdrop on inmates when they thought they were alone too. Why would this new batch of guardsmen be any different?” Volina asked as she stuttered through raw nerves.

“You have a shuttle idling over there; that guy is driving a power loader; and the jungle noise is competing with all of it. If they try and listen in, they’re going to have a rough time. We have to figure a way to turn the tables on Ferris and her little crew, and I think I have a way.” 

“I’m a flutter with anticipation, sir,” Volina scoffed.
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It’s incredible how time flies when you’re plotting a murder. Seven days into my forced demotion and I was among the work gangs with the prisoners, toiling to get things ready for our first haul of materials sent to the station. The officers and NCOs who took it upon themselves to throw me from my lofty height at the top of the food chain might have had the grit to knock me down, but the bulk of them had never seen anything other than prison duty. They’d never had to ditch from an attack aircraft screaming into atmo like a temper tantrum on fire. And not a one expected the autonomy a prison population had when they vastly outnumbered the guards. We were going to escalate our grievances on this in true Marine Corps fashion. Murder most foul.

While the rest of my guardsmen stayed with Lieutenant Volina, preferring to work the mines rather than being on the base, I remained to work the loaders, giving me the freedom to interact with more inmates. True to form, Calvo had recovered from his rage at witnessing Dane and Bridger murdered, instead choosing to channel his energies into appearing as the dutiful jailbird just looking to do his time. He’d been there when I fell from grace and was at my side almost instantly when I joined the work detail, putting me in touch with the right people to get the word out. To plan a murder.

The rampant sound of the loader’s back-up alarm had become second nature to me over the last few days. I barely even heard it as it whined and wailed. Which was good and bad on a worksite. Just off to the sides of my wheels, a blocky prisoner waited to get my attention.

I dropped from the cab, signaling to the guard watching me, letting him know I was being hailed. Climbing in and out of the loader was easy the first few days until the guardsmen in charge decided to strip us of our armor. Now it was all muscle power in and out. Which, for a man my age, yielded mixed results.

I dropped to the tarmac, facing the bulky soldier wrapped in an orange jumpsuit.

“Commander, Lieutenant Commander Garza sent me for you. He’s over by Warehouse Two. Sorry about dancing with your wheels, but he said you were as deaf as a mud worm, so I’d have to get close.”

“What?”

The prisoner looked at me, ready to repeat himself.

“I’m just kidding…”

“Pyntara, sir. Nice to meet you.” He extended his hand, shaking mine with a grip that could’ve cracked a Dragoon’s knuckles.

“Good to meet you. I’ll see you around,” I said as the man walked by me to take over my duties in the loader. I whistled to get his attention, pointing to the object in the cab by his boot. He tossed the metallic water bottle in a lazy arc until it struck my outstretched hand. Snapping open the cover, I took a drink while I moved. As I closed the lid, I carefully used the rim around the mouthpiece to hide the small object Pyntara had passed to me during our handshake.

I arrived at Warehouse Two to the welcoming gun sights held by a squad of manechs and a fireteam’s worth of guardsmen protecting Ferris and Garza. I dropped my water bottle into my dump pouch, settling in with everyone. Volina nodded when I approached, looking much healthier than she had only days before. 

“Good, now that you’re all here, we can start,” Ferris said, eyeing me like I was a bit of dung on the bottom of her boot. 

Garza remained behind her, leaning against the same scuffed-up rack I dinged with the Dragoon before all this began. I wanted to believe he’d chosen the spot to reaffirm that he was still on my side, like a secret message between us that only I would notice. But I’d known the man for years, and I wasn’t going to give him that much credit until we were on the other side.

Task Sergeant Kildane slithered around them both. And though his mutiny was just as bad as the others, he did his job well with each adjustment to the security team.

Master Sergeant Ferris continued. “I want you to know that none of us wanted this for any of you. Order had to be maintained, and Commander Predaxes’s insistence that we pardon all prisoners on Faebos presented a clear and distinct danger for the base. We couldn’t take the risk the prisoners wouldn’t rise up against us, given our current situation. That said, I’d like us to revisit the conversation that led us here.”

I looked to the other men and women sequestered with me, and it took all my control not to smile. The disgraced remained fixed as statues and resolute in contempt for a woman who stripped them of their dignity even as she let their comrades die. They reminded me of wolves on the homeworlds, just waiting for a sign of weakness so they could pounce. If it wasn’t for all the security here and now, Ferris would’ve already been torn to shreds, and we’d all be leaving the scene with blood on our teeth.

The master sergeant ignored the stares. Instead, she wore her superiority like a cloak, deciding to address me as the senior among the rabble. “Commander Predaxes, do you have anything to say on this matter?”

“You know, Master Sergeant, I do. However, I personally don’t feel ready to rejoin the guardsmen as your commander because, based on your attitude here today, I don’t think you’re ready to accept me. In fact, I don’t think you’re ready to accept any of the Lenzaabs before you today.” I stood slowly, watching Garza’s face for signs that I was going too far. “I don’t want to speak for the fine guardsmen you’ve stripped of their positions due to your own inadequacies as a leader, but I think I’ll remain where I am a while longer so that when I return, I’ll have a better understanding of what needs to be addressed.”

Volina couldn’t hold it in, letting the pain she’d found herself in escape as a chuckle. 

“What’s so funny, inmate?” Ferris growled.

The lieutenant stood to take her place beside me, folding her arms and looking down her nose at the Ferris with the kind of contempt that ended careers, if not lives, in the Lenzaaban Collective.

“What I find funny, Master Sergeant,” she said, “is that even stripped of his position, the commander just dropped a lesson in leadership that you’re not smart enough to grasp.”

“That’s enough!” Garza shouted, finally assuming command of the meeting. When he rose from his perch against the rack, the rest of the guardsmen assembled with me rose as well, joining Volina and me as though we’d been called to attention. The lieutenant commander strode past Ferris, flashing her a curt nod that seemed to take the fire from her face so he could take the floor. “I didn’t have you come down here for a measuring contest. I just needed to know if you were returning to work on this armor side. I have my answer. We’ll wait another week to see where you stand then. Dismissed.”

I shadowed Volina on our way out of Warehouse Two, making for the apartments where the dining facility would prepare lunch for those of us on base. We walked from the relative comfort of the climate-controlled warehouse into the sticky air outside. This region of the planet seemed perpetually damp with its extreme humidity, like walking into a waterfall every time you left a building. Luckily for us, it was only a short jaunt to the air-conditioned mess hall where we could savor the best in Colonial ration packs.

We passed Pyntara, continuing to work the crane like an artist in my absence, skillfully lifting pallets of newly refined metal girders and plates for station repair while inmates in the shadow of the boom tacked barrels of other substances onto pallets for banding. Within a few days, the Fat Boy would break atmo, tracking the stars back to Prison Station Twelve and offloading everything we’d pulled from the earth thus far. At one point, I contemplated sneaking onto those runs but thought better of it in the event things got worse here. 

Like everything else in Colonial care, the mess hall was well maintained and allowed us a common area to enjoy meals in relative comfort, so we weren’t dive-bombed by the relentless birds the jungle liked to throw at us. Happily leaving the wildlife outside, we grabbed a meal pack from the bin at the front of the room and made our way to a table to unburden ourselves and take in some much-needed calories. It also happened to be the one place the guardsmen didn’t harass us. A single manech stood in the far right corner of the room for security but figured if we were eating, we weren’t fighting.

I opened the ration pack and splayed out the plastic covering, using my water bottle to hold one side of it down. The big trick here would be hiding the item my new friend, Pyntara, had snuck into my belongings. I opened the bottle top for a sip, letting the miniature data card fall into my lap. Sliding my helmet across the bench, I deposited the card into the chip slot. The manech didn’t seem interested, so I reached into my headgear to remove one of the comms beads designed to be stripped from the helmet in the event of an emergency.

This qualified.

A disturbingly familiar voice played in my ear. “Hi, is this the Roa-Finna restaurant on Seventh? I’m dying for takeout.”

I tapped the receiver in my lid, hoping it would pop loud enough to be heard on the other end. Praying to the Spirits this was who I thought it was, I continued tapping with one hand while playing around with my meal with the other.

“Lenzaab Tap Code. Very good, Commander Predaxes. Yes, this is Malik, and yes, I understand you’re being watched. We know there’s a curfew once the sun goes down as well. Too dangerous to go out at night. You willing to sneak out of the house to play?”

When Malik jumped over the security wall, or more to the point, when he was thrown over, the manechs sent after him returned empty-handed. After days of looking, they were recalled as most of the guards believed there was no way a single man could’ve survived in the jungles on Faebos, let alone doing it at night. Once again, our mysterious newcomer has defied the odds. He even had Garza believing in him. 

I didn’t have much time left to fake eating my lunch, so I furiously tapped into the comms in my helmet and hoped I wasn’t actually placing a restaurant order. It was maddening how long it was taking, and more than a few times, I had to tap “scratch that” before continuing. It’d been years since I’d used the series of taps and bangs that allowed spacers to speak across through an airlock—or probably a cell wall—by tapping on the hull. Not only was I rusty, I was also doing it while faking out a machine trained to spot such things.

“Copy that,” Malik said through comms. “Midnight. Suit up in as much gear as you can manage and wait by the furthest point in the southeast corner of the wall. If we’re gonna fix what’s broken, don’t be late.” 

I tapped my agreement and wolfed down the rest of my meal pack like I was a fresh boot in basic training. I looked up in time to see Volina studying me. Her expression had softened in the days since getting pain-dazed by Burke, but the inquisitive mind that made her a good officer had taken stock of my irregular eating habit. She exhibited her best “what are you doing?” face.

At the same time, I noticed Corporal Daniker eying my mostly untouched ration pack. 

“Some things never change, do they, Corporal?” I asked.

“Seriously, Daniker? You really bugging the station commander for his cookies?” Volina prodded, sounding more like herself.

“I mean, I’ll take them if he’s not going to eat them,” Daniker said. “You want to give yours up too, LT?”

When done in the DFAC, we were again thrust into the humidity. Volina hung back, taking me by the shoulder to slow me down. “What’s up, sir?”

I wasn’t quite sure how to answer, but out of the few people in the station I thought I could trust, she ranked near the top. In a hushed tone, I said, “Malik is alive. He has a plan to unscrew this whole mess. I’ll fill you in when I know more.”

“Does it include kicking Ferris down the hill to that croco-monster?” she asked, reminding me of the part of her that relished in a good fight.

“I’ll make sure it’s on our list of demands,” I said.

Behind my statement, I hoped, when the time came, I could keep everyone intent on killing each other from taking the rest of us down with them. I motioned for Volina to assume charge of the group, and I left to find Calvo and see what I could get done before tonight.

I turned back to her. “LT…” She spun around. “If this surprise gift from the universe can play into our plan to set things right, I’ll make sure to take it.”
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Times like this, I regretted not staying a Marine. After my clandestine conversation with Malik, I begged, borrowed, and lied my way into a work detail beside Calvo. Working with the breacher Marine, we had our plans cemented in short order. By the time the dinner bell sounded, the man had procured everything Malik had suggested I bring for whatever he wanted to show me. When this was all said and done, Calvo was definitely on the shortlist for someone to replace Master Sergeant Ferris. Even if I had designs to keep her in position, I was sure there was no way I was going to stop Volina from feeding that woman to Faebos. 

The miracle of all miracles was that Calvo found a way to get my armor. I didn’t question or argue, happy for the assisted strength the system would provide. The only downside was the armor hadn’t been charged after I was abdicated of it. So it was going to be as heavy as a bullek’s rear-end until I could build up a charge in the secondary kinetic batteries. 

Recalling my time in RESEC, I slipped through the shadows, avoiding the few manechs left out as roving security on my way to the meeting point. This part of the course—the evasion part—was all about observation and timing. The thing about Ferris and her crew—those who had mutinied because they were either unwilling or unable to give up superiority over others—was they were overconfident in the equipment every guardsman relied upon. If they’d only stopped to think and strengthen the inherent weaknesses in their systems, I never would’ve made it out the window, much less all the way to the center of the base. 

A guard stepped from the rear entrance of the main building, lighting his pipe for a smoke outside the confines of his fellow soldiers. The funny thing was, I knew it had nothing to do with courtesy to his fellow troopers. He was probably on the last pouch of smoke leaves and didn’t want to share. He pointed the pipe at a passing manech, giving me the distraction I needed to sneak to the opposite side of the building and toward the southeast corner. 

Drifting through darkness, I eventually plastered myself to the security wall where a stack of crates had been stacked. I left my pack on but set myself down behind the boxes in case something not fooled by my all-black guardsman’s armor decided to take a closer look. With nothing to see, there was nothing to investigate, so I waited for the countdown timer in my HUD to signal midnight. 

“What’s that old saying from the Corps? Early is on time, and on time is late?” Malik joked through the comms.

“I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself, Mr. Malik. You’re not the one with your backside hanging in the breeze,” I pointed out.

“Relax, Commander. You’re not gonna be there very long.” 

A rope, possibly made of woven plant fiber, slapped onto the ground ahead of me. The intention on this one was clear. They wanted me to climb over. My armor was only at eight-percent charge and didn’t even have enough juice to cycle the power core for essential functions. The only thing working on the suit was my helmet, which spent the day charging any time it was in direct sunlight.

If I had still been a young man, I would’ve attempted it without question, but in this case, I called over the comms. “My armor isn’t charged. I’ll have to remove it to climb.”

“Who said anything about climbing?” Malik asked. He sounded like a school teacher who’d taught the class something multiple times, only to have them forget it. “Just grab the rope, sir.”

I crawled to the wall, entwining my hands about the fibrous cord, and didn’t have to wait long. Almost immediately, the line snapped taut, jerking me against the surface of the fence and hoisting me to the top. I stopped just short of it, suspended two stories in the air and very visible to anyone looking toward our side of the base. That’s when I figured out why they’d chosen this side of the facility. The section of wall was oblique to the structures, and only the windows in the stairwells of a single building faced me at all. In the darkness and with no overhead lights highlighting me, I’d be almost invisible. 

There was also the security field. The majority of the fence line had sensors embedded in the wall that tracked movement. I should’ve been detected and cooked alive by high-voltage electricity. I tossed a leg over the structure’s zenith when I noticed the line was corded around an anchor point pinned to the top of the wall.

“Leave the line where it is and hang from it. We’ll lower you down,” Malik instructed.

“We?” I asked, positioning myself for the drop. 

“Negotiate the wall first, sir. Then worry about meeting the neighbors,” he quipped.

I pushed myself into a seated position, even though I technically wouldn’t be repelling. A few bounds off the structure later, my boots were set into the rocky side of the overhang above the river. Malik was in his helmet and orange jumpsuit. However, it was much cleaner than I would’ve imagined after being in the jungle for days. 

My own helmet’s night vision adjusted. On instinct, my hand darted to an empty holster where my pistol would’ve usually been. I landed and slammed back against the hard wall, hands up and ready for a fight. 

“Really? You think I went to all this trouble just to have you lose badly in a fistfight?” Malik asked. Threading his hand on the front of my armor, he pulled me from the wall toward the Colonial soldier who’d been at the apex of the fight on Prison Station Twelve.

The nightmare trooper in special armor casually stepped to me with his hand extended. I cautiously extended my own and had it gripped in a vise lock usually reserved for Marines and prisoners, trying to show how tough they were. 

“Benjamin Predaxes, meet Reiken Lassara and vice versa, whatever. Okay. Enough of that. Let’s get moving before we get shot or eaten,” Malik said, adding a rude gesture and a motion toward the steep climb to the river. 

The armored soldier finished the handshake by outfitting me with a handgun. The pistol seemed alien, unlike the Zed-Six that was a standard in the Lenzaaban military. It was rough with slotted protrusions on the top and bottom of the barrel and a stippled grip that felt extremely comfortable in the hand, as if it were molded for me. When I looked up, he handed me two more magazines before dropping over the cliff edge.

“Sorry,” he said. “Got no FANG armor for you. Just the hand cannon.”

I nodded my thanks, turning the weapon over once more before holstering it.

“Climb down here,” Malik said. “Then it’s just a straight walk up the riverbed for a minute until we get back into the canopy.”

I struggled down the embankment, my armor still not fully charged to help me in any of this. It felt like carrying another person on my back while trying to negotiate a ladder. I suddenly had much more respect for the Lenzaab fire brigade.

The man called Lassara caught me before I could slip, placing me on the path leading to the water. 

“Why didn’t the security wall shock me?” I asked.

“The wall is fabricated with pressure sensors along the surface,” Malik answered from ahead, “but there are none on the corners. They can trigger one wall or the other to shock in the event of a climber there, but they would’ve had to see you to do so.”

It was concerning to me that an inmate knew something so vital about my base that I didn’t. 

The two dropped onto the muddy bank, slinking into the reeds and almost disappearing. But the optics in my helmet tracked their path, and I settled into step behind them, careful to stay close in the event something burst out of the water.

“What about the kogan?” I asked.

My two new teammates looked at each other before Malik answered. “Oh, the croco-monster. Won’t be a problem.”

Moving almost a hundred meters along the water, my armor finally came online, the gears easily transitioning the weight onto the exoskeleton embedded into the frame. The duo picked up speed once they realized I was having an easier time of it.

We made it to a turn in the river, where a steep drop-off vented water into a gloriously misty waterfall that must’ve felt amazing to Malik, who wasn’t in armor. However, I was happy to forgo the shower in favor of help negotiating the terrain.

Malik knelt against a stack of boulders, motioning for me to do the same. 

“What are we doing?” I asked.

“Waiting for our escort,” Malik said matter-of-factly. 

I was just about to drop right into the new guy routine and ask the obvious when a ghostly gray head wrapped in red, gold-trimmed linen appeared from the shadows. A diminutive face with the most mesmerizing golden eyes glared at me as though I was violating some sanctum she—at least I think it was a she—found sacred. Our escort motioned us to advance, which prompted Malik to pull me forward since I was awestruck at being so close to an Olyrii. 

“Come on, Commander. Time you got acquainted with the locals.”


CHAPTER 17

PREDAXES



I’d read the file. In those few days after arriving on Faebos, I’d read so much of what the Colonists had cataloged about the jungle surrounding the mining base, I had to be pulled away just to get something to eat. But the creatures gliding through the forest beside us could never have been imagined from mere words. They were both angelic and terrifying. 

Long slender arms exhibiting strength far beyond their appearance brachiated through the trees and lifted them from the jungle floor. Their legs tucked as they swung, showing off taloned toes set into limbs much like a dog’s hind legs, except the Olyrii walked and ran upright. Even having seen them hidden in the forest by the dig site, I just wasn’t prepared.

Ash-gray skin showed through gossamer clothing of yellows and orange that hugged their slender slim frames as though they were painted on. Loin cloths and sashes appeared as the only loose articles. The one who’d met me first also wore a sculpted headdress that capped her scalp and flared toward the back, like the old turbans we used to see on the first Colony worlds. 

The leader in the group dropped from the trees to land ahead of us as we ran, her hand coming up from her side to indicate we should stop. Malik pointed to me and then to a thicket of bushes. Guess that was my assigned hiding spot.

“What is it, Malik?” I asked through the comms from the brush.

“Shhh!” cried a strange voice through the net. It was husky and syrupy, like listening to the old mod-blues songs my dad used to like growing up. And even though the rough satin of her voice was pleasant, there was no mistaking the brisk warning she’d given me. “Maleek. Keep your man from talking while we wait for death to pass.”

“Kuchec, his head is covered by the helmet,” Malik said, reassuring the Olyrii. “Nothing without our radios can hear him speak.”

“I can hear him, and he is distracting,” she said through the comms. She twisted her long, slim neck to stare accusingly at me. I was unnerved at how easily she spotted me amid the tangle of fronds and vines.

Across her back rested a pack that resembled an arrow quiver. The pack tracked a diagonal line between her shoulders, covering the wispy tendrils. Six nearly translucent threadlike strands, slightly less than a meter long, floated in rippling patterns from her back as though they were strips of cloth caught in the current of some stream none of us could see. 

I nearly jumped out of my armor when the lithe form of another Olyrii female crawled through the brush next to me. She stretched her delicate hands to her own pack, removing lengths of horn connected by string. Sliding the parts together, the Olyrii woman nodded, showing me that her not-so-simple contraption was actually a collapsible bow. With the aliens around two and a half meters tall, even this weapon that appeared short to them was colossal to me. 

The Olyrii kneeling in the bush beside me didn’t have the elegant headdress of her superior. Instead, she wore a simple gold-flecked, orange headband that kept the spines radiating from between her brow and ears from standing up. The backs of their skulls were oblong, protruding much farther than a human one. This particular woman’s head showered her shoulder in the tendrils, similar in fashion to the four to six that radiated from her back. I briefly switched my night vision off. Bioluminescent plants bathed the area in a soft jade glow. The wan light also revealed that the women’s tendrils were akin to insect wings, reflecting scintillating colors from their surface. 

She brushed her finger to her mouth in the universal sign of “shut up, dummy” and crested an arrow from her pack to slide against the weapon’s string. While her focus was very much in the same direction as everyone but me, she absently reached down to touch the ground close to my knees. That same light from the plants highlighted a freckling effect on her skin, starting at the back of her scalp and tracing across her neck and down her spine. After a moment—for which I was embarrassed for staring—she tapped my knee to draw my attention to the dirt with a stick.

Wiping away the vines, she drew a serpentine creature in the mud. It had an arrow-shaped head like a viper in addition to the tendrils. I nodded when I understood and whispered, “Korbo-viper.”

Apparently, she wasn’t impressed with my reading of her drawing. Again, using the stick, she carved something else. When she was done, I stared at the tiniest of stick figures next to the korbo-viper’s effigy—stick figures much smaller than the snake. 

I spread my hands apart.

My new guardian turned to face me fully. Being this close, I just noticed her wearing an incredibly thin veil of the same gossamer material she wore across her body. She smiled, flashing a hint of fangs behind the translucent garment. 

I took a breath as everything seemed to be quiet around us and almost choked on it as the ground in front of us erupted in a blast of dirt and plant matter. The giant version of the tiny viper rose slowly, its head armored similarly to the kogan that had tried to take Malik for a meal down by the river. Squid-like tentacles lashed onto trees as anchor points, hoisting the easily ten-meter monster into the jungle canopy. The trunks and branches groaned and creaked under the animal’s titanic weight. 

While creatures of every description fled the scene for anywhere without a giant snake monster, the Olyrii women who’d come to escort us remained frozen in place. I took their lead, hoping whatever critter rustled leaves drew this monster’s attention away from us.

The Cyclopean beast thrust out its forked tongue, flicking it in the air before pulling it back to its maw with an audible snap. The armored head wavered from side to side, dousing its nostrils in the jungle’s scents to separate the mud from the blood. It whipped into the brush beside the Olyrii matron, eliciting a piercing shriek from somewhere within the undergrowth. Withdrawing over the fronds, it hesitated a moment. The squealing stopped, and the snake took up its plump little meal, dripping blood and venom in a single swallow. 

The tendrils on its back unfurled, becoming sheer, glistening wings that flapped back and forth. The flutter became a buzz. The reverberating beat of wings moved faster than eyes could see, buffeting the jungle around us like VTOL-Copter blades reaching the right RPMs to take their vehicle off the ground. Then, pushing off the surrounding landscape, the snake monster shimmered into the sky, disappearing into the clouds over the nighttime jungle.

The Olyrii beside me collapsed her bow. She stood, motioning for me to free myself from the fronds. Malik and Lassara joined me in short order, with the pair looking far less rattled than I was. 

Malik patted me on the shoulder to draw me away from the sky beyond the canopy. “In answer to the most obvious question, the Olyrii call that a saddorm.”

“Actually, I was going to ask why didn’t it eat your friend Kuchec?” I corrected.

The matron stepped to me, lowering herself to study my helmet up close. Similar to the manech models—with the exception of the myriad lenses arranged in spider-like fashion—my lid was fully enclosed to keep the environment out. This included an opaque face shield with enough armor to keep a Zed-Six at point-blank range from pounding through. The closer she got, the heavier my head felt, as if I’d caught a cold and the only place for my congested skull was down on a pillow somewhere. 

“Where did you learn to say my name?” she asked.

“Malik said it. But while we’re on the subject, you speak our language very well,” I said, hoping the compliment didn’t come off like a cheap play at earning favor.

“Yes. Yes, I do,” she said, somewhat satisfied with whatever she’d learned by inspecting my helmet up close. “Your question is good. I answer. It did not strike me because I convinced it we weren’t here.”

For my part, I saw a Colonial throat microphone set about her neck, with the associated wires leading past the dangling, metallic-looking earrings and into the tiny ears set into her skull. Judging that each Olyrii had a radio and seemed comfortable using it, Malik must’ve been busy over the last week. There was also the matter of the matron’s revelation. I hadn’t seen any of them move, yet somehow, they convinced the creature we weren’t dinner. I was going to have to step up my game if I was going to get any usable answers here.

We bounded from our position across a fallen tree that spanned an entire lake without ever touching the water. At first, I thought I was walking on a trail. Then I noticed the remnants of cracked or snapped nubs on the path where branches had been. Algae on the bottom of the water cast light up from the gloom, showing us schools of fish that defied description. Finally, we made land on the other side, resuming our trek through the jungle. 

The Olyrii sifted through the domain with the practiced ease of natives. At the same time, Malik and Lassara made their way with far less awkwardness than I was showing. The place where I’d taken my jungle training and RESEC was a lightly wooded forest compared to where I found myself now. And I could almost guarantee I would’ve been dead before we even left the river had it not been for our exotic guides. 

We stopped near a clump of vine-encrusted stones, where everyone but me settled into branches and on fronds. For my part, I looked on like a man seeing this all for the first time, which I was.

“This is home to them?” I asked.

The woman who’d defended me earlier nudged me from behind. She gestured toward a patch of leaves, and I gathered she wanted me to take a seat. I obliged; I had no reason not to. She’d been kind thus far, and despite my armor, I was drained from the hike and the near-death scare.

“Not home,” she said. “Home is there, Shadaloa. Heaven’s Fingers in your tongue. Here we rest until morning. Home will not open until then. But you be not afraid. We am protected.”

Her voice wasn’t as husky as Kuchec. In fact, it had a pleasant melodic quality about it, even when she spoke our language. While thick, her accent wasn’t unpleasant, giving a cultured feel to the words as she spoke them, even if the language lacked such nuance. 

“Thank you. I’m Predaxes. What do I call you?” I asked.

“I am called Ipe,” she told me.

I saw what I could only guess was mischief behind her veil as she finished speaking with me and picked up a stone. She lobbed it toward Malik, where it hit the side of his shoulder.

“For Jack’s sake. Really? It’s not done until it’s done, woman. You have to be patient,” he barked. But I could tell from how they both carried themselves that it was all a well-rehearsed joke.

“He shares his ration with me.” She laughed behind her veil. “They taste funny but good, yes?”

“I think I do. Hey, thank you for helping me out with the saddorm,” I said, purposely trying to say it worse than Malik had.

“Saddorm,” she corrected me, rolling and humming out the last part of the word. “Is good.”

She crawled away to Malik’s side, pulling the man from the self-heating ration pack, and I couldn’t help but laugh at the good-natured joking between them. I had to give credit to the man. He had a way of winning people over to whatever side worked for him at the time. I sat still, not wanting to entice anything else out of the grass, when Kuchec joined me.

“Has the manchild told you why you are needed?” she said, assuming Ipe’s spot.

I laughed at her description of Malik, hoping she took it as my appreciation for her comment and not in spite of it. “Only that we might be able to help each other,” I admitted. 

“Yes. Is true.” Fishing into the sash at her waist, she coaxed out a slender blade made from a type of bone or something equally organic. Its handle was carved with a myriad of symbols I didn’t understand but lent to a better grip on the handle. With the skill of someone very accustomed to using it, she peeled a bulbous, green-skinned fruit she’d pulled from her pack. Eventually, she shoved a piece toward me. “We thinked you were the originals, come to fulfill their promise to us. Instead, we find the manchild, who tell us you are not the ones we expected. Still, he insists you can help once your problem is gone.” She pointed at Malik.

Removing my helmet, I studied her face to see that she wasn’t shocked at my appearance. Instead, she waited contentedly for me to join the conversation. I tasted the pink flesh she’d stripped from the fruit, savoring the tart sweetness of it as the juices ran down my throat.

“This is amazing,” I said, shaking the bite I had left. “Thank you.”

Pronounced canine teeth showed themselves from behind her narrow lips as either my statement or the glow on my face amused her.

“Just fruit.”

“Delicious fruit,” I corrected, trying not to seem like a glutton as I popped the other bite into my mouth. She promptly handed me another piece. “How do you say ‘thank you’ in your language?”

That took her off guard. In an instant, she went from curiously studying my enjoyment to staring as she had before as if she could see something I couldn’t or wouldn’t show her. 

“Tomorrow,” she said. “You sleep now. Tomorrow, we go to Shadaloa and we learn you. Learn to confirm your man, Malik, and his man, Lassara. Now, finish your fruit and sleep. Ipe and Malik take first turn.”

“They’re going to stand guard?” I asked. “I thought Ipe said we were protected.”

“Yes. But is always good outside of home to watch the grass for things too quick for the guards,” she said, snapping up the last bit of fruit. 

I settled into the fronds, which, strangely, seemed more comfortable than the old bed I had in my quarters on base. Malik arguing with Ipe across from me brought a smile to my face, their ribbing reminding me of my time in the Corps. Hovering on the edge of sleep, I fought it as long as I could while fantasizing about how my wife and children would’ve loved exploring this place and how I’d have loved to have them by my side, even now. As I drifted, I thought of home, trying to ignore the congested feeling that lingered in the moments before I nodded off.
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If you had tried to describe Shadaloa, I would’ve told you I hadn’t woken up, and this was all still a dream.

Exiting the canopy, we were greeted by an enormous spire of mountainous rock several hundred meters high. Smaller shoots, like fingers in a cupped hand, reached toward the sun in a rough semicircle around the titanic terrain. Woven through rocks and spires, an assortment of equally massive trees sprouted, giving the impression that some deity had scooped up a portion of the landscape from the lush surface of Faebos so he or she could show all his or her godhood pals.

“You live there?” I asked Ipe.

She patted me on the shoulder. “Our life there.” 

With the jungle much more sparse moving toward the mountain, spotting animals in the bush was easier than it had been the night before. The humans trudged through the terrain while the Olyrii glided like the specters they were. The ASAG suite in my helmet lit up a few moments into the trek, highlighting a squad-sized element of smaller Olyrii coming toward us at a run.

The leader, much broader around the shoulders but with a less telescopic neck, bowed in reverence to Kuchec. In return, the matron gave a curt nod, following it with a gesture that spoke of “getting on with it.” This was the first I’d heard their language spoken; honestly, it wasn’t what I expected. Throughout the night, the aliens seemed in tune with their environment, almost on a level bordering the spiritual. I would’ve pegged their speech as similar to the Colony world of Lysidia, where the tongue didn’t have hard starts and stops, instead favoring a rolling dialect reminiscent of free-flowing water. In contrast, the Olyrii speech was hard and short, with clearly defined stops that made her words appear like the report of a junior officer to an official. Just the facts.

“We must go around to the side entrance. Ryhakoka has chased a band of goli from her lair. She is very upset,” Kuchec said. 

“Translation?” I asked.

“The giant bear things you saw in the jungle have a cave nearby. Some of the panther things we cleared from the base tried to eat her cubs and are now hunting them,” Malik reported.

“It’s only been seven days. How do you know all this?” I asked, starting to get upset at constantly feeling like the new guy. 

“We work fast,” Lassara interrupted us both. He pushed between us, greeting the bulky Olyrii with a handshake-drawn embrace that marked them as warriors with a history.

“Listen, I don’t know what’s happening here, Malik. But whatever it is has to happen fast so I can get back to my people,” I said. There was a growing concern in the pit of my stomach at what Master Sergeant Ferris would push for once they’d noticed my escape. 

“We’re on the move,” Lassara interrupted again. 

We broke into a trot, following Kuchec as she led our party through the forest on a circuitous route toward the eastern rock face. Dips and marshes dotted the landscape, with the trees on this side duller—less like the brilliant jade-hued jungle ferns we’d been racing through to get here. Instead, they resembled hanging willow trees with marsh grasses dangling from the branches to touch the water gathered in the lowland areas. Bands of simian creatures no bigger than toddlers worked through the blanketed forest, picking native cherry-like plants from beneath the tangle.

Looking over my shoulder, I found the bulkier tribal warriors had fallen behind us, acting as a rear guard as we ran. I pinged Malik on comms, looking for clarification. “The ones behind us are males, aren’t they?”

“Yes, sir. Olyrii culture is matriarchal. Males serve as warriors and laborers. Since coming to get you was a diplomatic mission, they sent Kuchec and her bodyguards.”

Something bolted from the brush ahead of us, tackling Ipe into a puddle. The act sparked something in our rear guard, who roared with as much ferocity as I’d heard from any of the predators we’d seen to date. A handful of them sprinted to help, their jagged-tipped spears leading the way. 

Another female honor guard pulled her own spear from her back, locking it to a device that appeared as a pistol grip attached to a rod. With our jog turning into an escape, everyone with a weapon drew them in the event they came under claws or fangs looking to end their part in the race. Kuchec’s bodyguard ran for several meters, finally swinging the handle in an arc, launching the spear at tremendous speed past her principle’s shoulder. 

The weapon struck something in the mossy overhang of a nearby tree, quivering on impact from its point under the fibrous curtain. The goli cat hiding there fell from its perch to splash into the puddle below. It writhed in torment on the ground, desperate to free the spear. Its agony ended with a bow shot from the males. It struck me as a strange bit of tactics to have the females afforded the honor of the kill while the males were tasked with finishing it.

Two more goli bounded from the underbrush, their six legs sloshing the marsh in frantic splashes as they headed right for us. Lassara, in his FANG armor, cut across our path, dropping to a knee to effect a more stable shooting platform. The weapon I’d come to know all too well while agonizing over the security cam footage of the PS-12 attack barked out a single gyro-jet round that exploded from the barrel in a flash-hiss of the flight motor going hot. It struck the first of the beasts, exploding in a flechette-laced crack that sent the other to its grave beside it. No sooner had the round gone out was Lassara on his feet and back to stomping puddles like the rest of us.

Just as I was hoping we’d found our way through whatever had prompted the attack, Kuchec and her entourage dropped to their knees. The others in our formation followed suit, with me being the last to observe the practice since I was once again gunning for the newbie award. 

Ahead of us, the trees coughed out a gaggle of goli right before they were torn asunder by massive earth-shattering claws. The rhino-bear landed in a bounce from its leap through the jungle, its tremendous size and anger driving its prey into a full-blown panic once they saw they were trapped between their tormentor and us. Standing on its hind legs, the bear was easily the height of any Dragoon we had in inventory on base. It used its two-legged stance to pivot direction into a fall that finished the escape for three of the remaining five goli cats. 

Our rear guard rose from their positions, lancing into the brush beside us with arrows whistling by our heads. Their precision in taking down the final animals spoke of practiced skill that turned the weapons into more than tools for survival; they were extensions of the warrior’s will. My best guardsman wouldn’t have risked shots this close with rifles, much less the strength-based weapons we saw on display. 

Less than two meters away, the goli bounding toward me, cutting a hard right when an arrow whistled by my ear. It struck the creature under the front left shoulder, blasting it from its feet into the brush beyond. When all the goli were dead, the rhino-bear roared, its grating howl reverberating through the moss and off the tree-topped towers of Shadaloa. With its proclamation of justice made, the beast Kuchec had called Ryhakoka huffed in our direction and disappeared into the brush after.

In the wake of Ryhakoka’s leave, the male Olyrii finished off any goli still alive and gathered up the bodies in a central location. They lined the carcasses up the way my father taught me to array fish in his ice chest on the dock. If he were here, he would definitely be impressed with their hunting and gathering skills. 

Our honor guard brought us to a cave entrance half a kilometer from where we were initially going to enter. The opening was barely a crack in the stone, shrouded by moss and vines to the casual observer. Though I had a feeling plenty of the hunter-scavenger-type animals we kept seeing could sense it was there. Waiting on the other side of the cave’s maw were more of the male Olyrii adorned in loose-fitting clothing I would generously call a loin cloth and armed with the same style weapons I’d seen so far.

To say the inside of Shadaloa was something of an experience to an outsider like me was saying rain is wet or metal is hard. Bioluminescent algae spattered the interior walls of a vaulted chamber so high I couldn’t see the top. The green stuff illuminated the areas with just enough light for me to see by and provided those inside shelter from the sun. Stray sunbeams traced through the spirals of tree roots forming entire habitats, turning a colossal cave into a city unto itself.

Ahead of me, Olyrii women clad in orange-and-blue silk saris streaked with other colors basked in the curiosity of another newcomer. They drifted down from the overhangs, using vines and, in some cases, primitive elevators to descend for a better look at the zoo exhibit. Shimmering veils thin enough to see through covered their noses and mouths. 

“What’s with the veils?” I asked Malik over the link.

“Cultural thing,” he grunted. “Probably like asking why we wear underwear.”

“They don’t wear underwear?”

“I’ll tell you when I find out.” He laughed. “Nah, I hear the veils are an overt promise to the males that they won’t bite them.”

Looking into the crowd, I noticed the glint on one woman’s veil go from green to blue as I observed it from a different viewpoint. It didn’t really hide anything but seemed to accent the gray in their faces, bringing color to something that nature had deemed didn’t need it. 

“Something we have to worry about?”

“Not unless you plan on joining the clan,” Malik said with a hint of amusement coloring his comment. 

We walked through what I could only describe as a cave-born forest with massive roots ripping through the stone floor like the veins of a giant. The vegetation reached the ceiling, which joined with the trees above to create the gloriously tangled world I found myself in. Within copses of trees that formed antechambers, I passed by groups of Olyrii huddled over their children, teaching the very life skills they’d used as adults. Weaving, weapon and tool crafting, and harvesting sticky-looking grubs from the thick trunks all spoke to a people tied to their environment and steeped in tradition.

After a nerve-wracking climb into the higher roots, we passed into a chamber constructed of bark and gray stone. Myriad dyes had been used to turn the walls into bright cascades of color that told tribal stories in pictograph instead of an alphabet. At the end of the well-guarded hall, a woman took her place in a tangle of living branches that formed a sort of throne. Her headdress was as beautifully adorned as Kuchec’s. She was just as stately as the ambassador she’d sent. However, her slightly wrinkled skin and the lightening of the orange spot patterns running along her neck marked her as older than her counterpart.

“We welcome you, Commander Predaxes. It would honor us to have you as our guest.”


CHAPTER 18

PREDAXES



“Commander Benjamin Predaxes. Did I say your name correctly?”

Except for Malik and Lassara, I was surrounded by Olyrii. This was starting to feel less like a meeting and more like an interrogation. Malik motioned me toward the throne, hinting that it was fine for me to approach. They removed their helmets, which I took as a sign to do the same. Within a meter of the woman, I wasn’t sure what I should do to someone acting like a head of state, so I nodded. “You said it perfectly, ma’am. I’m sorry, but I’m unsure what the protocol is here. How should I address you so I can be respectful?”

I risked a glance to the matron’s side to see my question had brought a smile to Kuchec’s face, which I hoped was a good thing.

“The very question, in and of itself, marks your respect. Thank you, Commander,” she said, and somehow in the back of my mind, I knew she meant it. “My name is Alazasha, and as the leader here, I welcome you to Shadaloa.”

“Thank you for having me. Although, you’ll have to forgive me, ma’am. When I first accepted Malik’s invitation to come here, I thought we’d be speaking about the troubles my people are having. Our people are having. When I saw how amazing your home is, I almost forgot why I came. I hope you won’t think me rude by saying it feels like there’s something else going on here.”

I couldn’t be sure how they’d take that last bit of diplomatic goop flowing from my jaw, but it felt better, to be honest with those who could turn out to be our new neighbors for longer than I cared to admit.

The elder looked to Kuchec, nodded, and gestured toward me, allowing the other woman to approach. Kuchec dwarfed me by almost a meter, and it was more than intimidating to have her stand before me. And though her frame suggested I could snap her in half when in my armor, seeing them move and fight clued me into things not being what they seemed. Despite the ferocity I’d witnessed, she gently took my helmet, depositing the all-black object on a table close by. In a room awash in moss light and exotically painted walls, my factory-created armor looked almost like a stain on a beautiful piece of elaborate artwork.

“You are correct, Commander Predaxes,” Kuchec said. “We asked you here for something other than the trouble your people are having. But we cannot help each other if we know not each other. I would like to know you.” She settled back to await my answer.

Involuntarily, I jerked my head to Malik, who was covering the smile growing on his face. “It’s not what you think it is,” he whispered. “More like when folks get together to lay their intentions bare.”

This place was very alien, and I was perplexed, but what other way could I take things? Even now, the manechs and guardsmen were probably not only combing the base for my absence but likely putting the screws to my people. I hated to think of what might’ve come of Lieutenant Volina. However, I was game for whatever she had in mind if it got me back to base to put the screws to Ferris and her little insurrection.

“Thank you, Kuchec. Please.” I gestured for her to do whatever it was she had planned.

That ended up being a bunch of mats dragged out by a few males. Though the floor looked religiously swept, they were deposited for us to sit on. Much like the fronds we’d slept in the night before, the cushions were comfortable in a way I didn’t expect from woven plant fiber. If it wasn’t for my armor, I probably could’ve reclined and taken a nap right there.

Once seated, Kuchec folded her hands in her lap, staring directly into my face as if we were about to play cards and she was looking for my tells. The longer she focused, the heavier my head felt in that drowsy congested feeling I’d had last night. In the span of heartbeats that passed between us, the room was gone and replaced with somewhere else.

I was running along a corridor, cell doors open and devoid of inmates. It wasn’t just me running. There was a whole squad of us moving someone I wasn’t familiar with. We had to run. I didn’t know why, but we had to get someplace safe. The clean hallway morphed, changing to accommodate the burning trash and debris that littered the hall.

A moment ago, I was in a treehouse inside a cave with gray-skinned giants. How did I get here? Why this place? Why was I living through it again?

We cruised to a corner where I took the front position. I peered around to the next hall using my SIN-Link device like a periscope. There had to be twenty or more prisoners, all trying their best to get into one of the cells. It was the only one not open, and whatever was in it, they wanted it more than being the first in line for the commissary on allowance day.

“Lieutenant Commander Predaxes, I am a duly elected representative of the Lenzaaban government. You will bypass this mess at once and get me to safety!” the rep had hissed.

That’s what happened. It was a murder-by-inmate scheme. Another minister wanted that bloated windbag’s seat, and he’d arranged a prison riot to do it. This… this was the riot he and I had tried so hard not to think of. This was the one I’d feared would be recreated on Prison Station Twelve. This was the Five Fires in the form of rebellion.

Their plan was simple: create a crisis to solve, have the guy come down to investigate, and stage a prisoner release to send the guy into early retirement. And by retirement, I mean dead. Oh, and let’s not forget to stir up the prisoners by piping in telecom broadcasts showing the minister’s injustices against numerous prison populations, including this one. They were practically seething when he’d first walked through the gates.

Part of that mob was looking to focus their hate on the other side of that cell, and the threats they were mouthing were downright demonic. I flowed past the guardsmen with instructions to shoot anything that squeezed by. My last word to Ensign Volina was to extract the minister.

That’s not right. Volina was on another posting when that all happened. She wasn’t there. It was someone else who died saving the representative. They got the man out of there while I advanced with the remaining two guardsmen left to me. I placed round after round from my Zed-Nine, dumping fire into the narrow confines of the corridor. I spent the entire magazine putting them down. Each trigger pull had been a self-imposed prison sentence where I had to do better. We had to be better than the warden who let this happen. That ensign. Why couldn’t I remember her name, and why did she look so much like Volina in my mind’s eye? Both the guards and the prisoners had to be protected, and it was my job, my calling, to do so.

I loaded another magazine into the well, snapping the cycler to seat the rounds for a clean shoot after so much carbon and flack passed through the action. They were Lenzaab weapons, after all, so it paid to never rely on them one hundred percent. Sliding around the corner, I found First Lieutenant Garza huddled in a cell covered by the mattress. His scalder was poised for a fight, but it was out of a charge, so he’d be using it like a club.

It was clear why they wanted him. The access cards and codes he carried would see them all the way out of the front door in the riot’s chaos. Giving the man a new power pack for his weapon, I checked the cell before we left and found the junior guardsman he’d been training lying dead on the floor. Bandage-strewn medical supplies lay scattered around the compartment, slick with the dead man’s blood.

We fought back to the control center, where we waged war for fifteen minutes to keep the prisoners from getting in. Garza’s scalder went dry. I gave him my rifle to continue the fight, buying me time to get the power cells back online. Flipping the switch engaged the auto-defense systems and cycled the lifts back to this floor. With it would rise a legion of manechs for backup. Dane died first. Wait. Dane was one of the inmates killed by Sergeant Burke and her people. It was all so confusing and convoluted. Why was this happening? Why now? Was this some kind of psychic break?

The second guardsman accompanying us died next, shot through the helmet with a stolen rifle. Garza was down to his last few rounds, sinking to the floor to avoid stray rounds coming in at us from prisoners intent on blasting their way in. They’d jury-rigged a busted-up manech as a passkey for the control center. If they could open the center door for a moment and damage the lock, we were as good as cooked. Prisoners weren’t allowed on this section of the station, so we’d never secured the room for more than the basics.

“Black on ammo!” Garza shouted, pulling his baton from his armor.

I heard him praying to the Spirits. Praying that it would be quick. Not like that poor private who died in the cell—all agony from puncture wounds and burns as he was mauled by men he’d presided over. This was supposed to be a safe posting, unlike the Annexation Wars the Lenzaab fought with Colony after Colony. But that kid had prayed to Garza to kill him rather than suffer through another moment of torment. And seeing my friend cowering behind the control console, his helmet in his hand, I couldn’t tell which would have been worse. Putting the kid out of his misery or letting him die a slow, agonizing death. I swore I would never ask which he’d chosen.

I rerouted the power, gritting my teeth at the steadily increasing hum that flooded the conduits in the walls. Finally, I had the cells back online. As I rushed to get to my friend, the entire scene changed. Prison walls were replaced with a vine-strewn cave, with sunlight at the end. I looked down, but my hands were long, gray, and slender, covered in red silk. My daughter ran beside me at the tips of my fingers, struggling to keep up as we sprinted for everything we were worth. She was my pride, my heart, and no matter what happened, we had to make it.

The screams behind me intensified, and I couldn’t feel the pounding of my husband’s feet behind me. My soul ruptured as I heard him being ravaged, fighting to buy us time to escape. Powerful and savage, he was a man of fierce devotion who was tender to his family, and the screams of his death buying me a few more steps will burn into my nightmares forever.

The soldiers ran in from the light at the end of the cave, their fire sticks—they called them rifles—barking in fury at our enemy. Their leader, Predaxes. No, that wasn’t right. Their leader ran in first, even though he shouldn’t have entered at all. He led his men from the front like all true warriors should, and in his death throes, when the nadau swarmed him, he fought like a savage to smother them in the dust. His men behind him threw their own bundles, coating the cave full of swarming creatures in the poisonous azure flakes.

As the dust blew away, my daughter, my heart, turned to ash in my hands, leaving me a broken woman for longer than I could remember. These aren’t my memories; they’re hers. Kuchec’s.

I dropped to the floor on both hands and knees, coughing and crying as though they were—as though I, myself, had had my whole family killed in front of me. The vision was so real. So visceral. I might as well have experienced it myself. I don’t know what happened, or how she did it, but somehow, Kuchec had shared her memories with me, even as she read mine.

I pounded my fist on the stone. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t save her for you.”

“The sharing allows for current events, similar events, to weave into the memory. It makes for an easier bond.” Kuchec wiped tears free from her orange-flecked cheeks. “You owe me no apology. You had no hand in it. Not then. Not now.”

“But if we hadn’t dug so deep, we never would’ve led them to the surface,” I said, feeling the guilt from the Colonial mining commander as though it was my own.

“You didn’t. My people drove those creatures underground before yours arrived. They dug deep, giving them an easier path back to the surface, but they have been below so long, this is no longer their world. Now, they come up to feed.”

“The miners left when the Lenzaab took over. They promised to return and help you mine more of the dust because you helped them learn to live here,” I said, trying to sort the memories into something resembling a logical order. “Except they never came back.”

“For a generation, we have stay hidden here in Shadaloa because moss, trees here am… uh… make sick, make dead⁠—”

“Poisonous,” I offered.

“Yes,” she nodded. “Poisonous to them. We are all that’s left of the Olyrii, of our people, because the nadau hunt us. After each summer rain, they come closer.”

“But we can fix that,” Malik said from his knees on the floor beside me. “We can mine more of the blue mineral. They only have a little left of the stuff the original Colonists mined. With people who know what they’re doing mixed with mechs and manechs armed with the dust, we can give the valleys back to the people, the Olyrii.”

“How are you a part of this?” I asked.

Malik pointed to Lassara beside me. “I’m not, but he is. And since he’s my friend, I offered to help.”

Lassara took a strained breath, holding out his hand to help me to a seated position. “My father was the commander you saw in that vision. He gave his life to build something here. The mining gave both humans and Olyrii opportunities. He started something the company abandoned when your government forced them to leave.”

“But if this place is so valuable, why leave?” I asked.

“Because of what this place does to people. You have to have discipline and merit to live here. It’s so far away from Centridium Space that it’d be no time before people start seeing a world without Lenzaab control. Even with the wormhole, it takes weeks to get here. So even sending a counterinsurgency force to police it would be prohibitively expensive. Not to mention the social cost.”

An Olyrii male brought me a simple wooden cup of water. It was more dish than cup, but the function was still the same. I greedily sipped it dry, handing it back to the man with a nod. That’s when I noticed the males didn’t have the gossamer tendrils on their backs like the females. Taking stock of the difference almost had me lose my train of thought. “Social cost?”

“Propaganda wars are expensive, Commander,” Lassara said. “But imagine the war they’d have to wage if Lenzaabs on Faebos returned to the Collective with stories of living free from the government. Free to make choices, where everyone gets a chance, and only a chance, to prove what you’re worth.”

“It sounds very Lenzaab,” I said.

“Not at all,” Malik countered. “In the Collective, you own nothing. Here, you own every opportunity that comes your way as long as you’re willing to own the failures with the successes. These people are willing to give you the opportunity at a new start if you’re willing to own all the consequences that come with it. What say you, Commander?”


CHAPTER 19

MALIK



Iused to live for that giddy feeling you get when you know a fight’s coming—that tenseness in your belly, along with muscles going all super tight in anticipation of laying the hate on some poor fool who did or didn’t deserve it. But like my old platoon sergeant used to say, “You don’t have to be the first one to throw a punch as long as you’re the last one standing.”

Fucking words to live by. 

We escorted our new playmate, Predaxes, through a series of tunnels in Shadaloa and into a chamber we’d been lent along the ground floor. As we were considered hadam keh—loosely translated to outsiders—our hosts didn’t trust us on the upper levels of their society for fear we had the balance of newborn kunghor and would fall to our deaths. Probably a fair assessment on their part, seeing as we didn’t have the grace or agility in the jungle they displayed. In all fairness, I think Commander Predaxes was relieved because he hadn’t been anywhere close to an infantryman during his time in the Marines, and being in a jungle was hardly in the job description for a Lenzaab Army Guardsman.

Predaxes strolled into our alcove, immediately overcome by the smell of gun oil and plastics overwhelming a room that should’ve smelled like native earth and flowers. Long tables full of our kit and weapons, along with a squad of men wearing the latest in Colonial cammies and body armor, filled the room. Lassara strode to one of the others, nodding his scarred countenance to the men obviously talking about Predaxes coming over to play.

“How long have you been here?” Predaxes asked me.

“Not long. No longer than all of us have been here. Though things have really gone off script. If this were a holo-thriller, we’d be talking to the producer, asking for more funding,” I joked.

“It was all too timed. I knew there was some plan you had running while all of us were just trying to survive here,” Predaxes accused. 

I laughed a little because the man was intelligent, albeit a little slow. “Our plans for what started all of this happened prior to Alamar being annexed.”

“My Spirits, man,” the commander blurted. “That was almost three years ago.”

“Took a lot of planning, time, and money to get us where we are right now. But it was never supposed to land this way,” I admitted.

Some things still had to be accounted for, and until they were, I wasn’t entirely comfortable sharing what was happening.

But I gave him a little more. “The long and short of it was we hit PS-12 to transfer a bulk of the prisoners, good Colonial fighters slotted for reeducation by your government, to Faebos. We free a bulk of our people, fulfill Lassara’s promise to the Olyrii, and hopefully get you, fine folks, to relocate whatever prisoners we couldn’t pull off.”

One of the Colonials approached us, offering us each a gourd-like fruit filled with liquid he’d taken from a table. I saluted him with the offered drink, for which he flashed me a hand gesture that was his people’s equivalent of “no worries.” I immediately took a long pull on the drink, letting the sweet citrusy flavor rush past my tongue. It cooled me from the inside out, almost magically so.

I almost choked on it when I saw Predaxes sniff it. “Oh, for the love of the Spirits, it’s good. Stop being such a tourist and try it.”

After the initial sip, the commander matched my long pull, nodding in appreciation as he licked his lips. “Wow. That alone is almost enough to defect.” He smiled. “Okay. Back to business. You said not everything went according to plan. What went wrong?”

There it was again. Smart guy if a little slow. “Truth be told, sir, the thing that went wrong was you and me. Neither of us should be here.”

Predaxes pointed his drink at me as though the half-empty gourd would add weight to his accusation. “I don’t understand. You mean to tell me that you weren’t planning to escape with the other prisoners?” 

“Not my job. I was the bait. After they escaped and came here, you were supposed to call for help, have the Lenzaabs fix the station, and I’d be moved again with no one the wiser as to where my buddy over there went with his people.”

The same Colonial who’d brought us the drink whistled and threw an oblong bit of hardened plastic from his spot at the equipment tables. I stretched to catch it in flight, seeing as his throw sucked. “Brah, you better not be the guy lobbing grenades later.”

I begrudgingly put down my drink so I could reposition parts of the item until it met with what I hoped would be a solid fit. I signaled to the commander I wasn’t gonna do anything weird, and I pressed to release the empty holster locked to his armor, replacing it with the one I’d just adjusted. Then, rescuing my drink from its loneliness on the table, I scooped up a weapon resting there and broke open the action in a single motion to show the commander it was clear.

“X-18 medium pistol. Eleven point five millimeter, firing a smooth-sleeved heavy metal core. It’s not like those Lenzaab weapons, so it’s a bit unruly. It’s also not caseless like yours, so mind the shells it spits. Keep a firm, steady grip, and you should be fine. Now, this, right here, is our baby. XD-14. Standard Colonial battle rifle for the last couple of decades. Not as pretty or smart-linked as your Nines, but the Fourteens are chambered for seven point five mil with an extra-large case packed full of freedom-launching chem, sending these babies punching through anything you may be arguing with at the time.” I racked the charging handle, flashing open the breach to show the commander that the weapon was empty before handing it to him.

“You know something I don’t?” Predaxes asked me.

“Would I rather let you walk around the jungle armed with Olyrii weapons? You any good with a bow?” I countered. When he didn’t answer, I continued. “Kuchec has received the clan mother’s blessing to lead a war band back to the base with us to commandeer it from those twits. You’re gonna need all that boom.”

“Which brings us back to the original question: you have a plussed up squad here with enough firepower to arm an entire company,” Predaxes said, building to an eventual case he didn’t mean to make.

“Look, I’m not gonna fill you in on everything we have going here because at the end of the day, if that wormhole reopens, that makes you a Lenzaab again,” I stated. The hard part was seeing a man coming to terms with his new lot in life, having to once again stare at the old one. “No matter what you learn from us or what the planet has to teach you about the government you served, your family is still in Lenzaab space. That means the second the Collective pulls back on your leash, you’ll follow. But I will tell you we have a squad of Colonial Ransackers and an Olyrii war band right here—along with all the mayhem that brings—to get your plan for a stable base back on track.”

I finished my statement by handing him a mag pouch full of ammunition fitted to lock onto his armor. He took the bundle from me, and while he examined the contents, I reached across to the next table to recover a bowl that’d just been placed down for our enjoyment. 

“What is it?” Predaxes asked, smelling the salty aroma coming off the dish.

“Man, I’m surprised you didn’t sniff the guns when I handed them to you,” I said, not happy that I had to fight the man’s suspicion for everything. I mean, I might’ve been the same way if all my hard work had been betrayed by people who were supposed to obey me, but it was a bowl of Firebound soup we were all eating. How suspicious did he have to be?

“You should consume the Varseech,” Kuchec said, entering the space to a rousing welcome from the Ransackers. “We have busy day ahead of us and no time to train you on how not to die in our jungle.”

I waited for the good-natured ribbing to die down to address the war band leader. “I assume they gave you the big veil for our rescue mission on the base?”

“It is so. I have looked into my brother’s eyes and shared his stories. I see his old way, the Lenzaab would be a poison upon our home. Our new way forward is to cut this sickness from him as soon as possible,” she said, adjusting her own newly woven sash. It had the same glorious fabrication all their clothing possessed, like a gossamer silk a hundred times stronger than it had any right to be. On her hip, she wore an empty leather holster she was only too happy to fill with an SX-4 short-configuration shotgun. 

I handed her a bandoleer of extra rounds, nodding to the new weapon on her hip. “You forget rule number one already?”

“I did not,” she declared, her tone as superior as any commander in either of our governments. “But I know my brothers, and you would not have handed me an unsafe weapon.”

That brought a smile to my face as I finished the last of my drink. The Olyrii were the textbook definition of tribal, which we’d had a front-row seat for over the last week. In prepping for this mission, Lassara had given lectures on their ways and customs, so when we put boots on the ground, we’d be ready to negotiate with the native species should the opportunity present itself—which of course, it did. 

On my trek to find a suitable landing site for Lassara and his crew, I’d encountered Kuchec, who’d deliberately and carefully studied me. She surprised me by speaking my language and then further by telling me she knew we would be the ones to help them drive out the nadau—old spider-legs for the rest of us. She’d been the one to pass Deejee the bundle of dust that practically wiped them all out. Once she was ready to bring me to Shadaloa, we’d gotten into it with one of the local predators, and we’d sort of saved each other. 

She did that mind-link thing she’d done with Predaxes. While my connection with her wasn’t near as close, we understood each other enough to trade in the most valuable commodity two peoples can share: trust. 

I stepped around the table, locking myself into armor and a powered exoskeleton to match the Ransackers suiting up behind me. I was happy for junction points on the frame for my weapons but made sure to save room for the mono-machete I’d had since arriving on the base. While it was still of Lenzaab make, the Colonies didn’t use weapons like it, so I think it’ll have to become a permanent part of my kit going forward due to its usefulness of late. 

“You’re not changing out of your jumpsuit?” Predaxes said.

“No sir. I want Ferris to know it’s me when I return this mono-blade to her,” I said, hoping the commander caught the reference to me handing back the blade in the middle of the woman’s chest.

He gave me a sick-looking expression. “That’s grim.”

“No grimmer than the vine leech tail stew you just ate,” I commented, waiting for the man’s reaction.

It was hard to keep from hysterics when he ladled the last of what he thought were fat noodles in his bowl and said, “I hate you.”

We left the chamber with the tables nearly empty, weaving our way between Olyrii coming out to say prayers over us and mark us as favored in the eyes of their god. Delicately strong Olyrii hands anointed us in brilliant orange and red chalk highlights across our Ransacker armor, signifying to anyone in the know that we were the Olyrii’s war band. 

Lassara got to the exit first, holding his hand up to stop the traditional marking of the head, seeing he was wearing a fully enclosed helmet. He slid the faceplate closed, holding his hand in an old Colonial salute with his palm showing outward to the woman looking to mark him. He waved his hand over the front of his helmet, and in a feat of digital magic, the plate wavered and became a glowing red skull over the armor. The letter V was marked on the forehead, painting him as the unit commander. As he spoke, the digital holo skull’s jaw moved in time. 

“What did he say?” Predaxes prompted me.

“His dad left him lessons for how to speak the language, so he’s pretty good at it. He said, ‘I appreciate you, but it is bad luck to pray for demons.’”

We came clear of the fibrous curtain hovering in the cave entrance to a glorious sight. Over twenty Olyrii males on horseback waited for us under the weeping willows outside the mountain. Their mounts were majestic, easily standing twice the height of a man with a powerful earth-toned body and a head that resembled the spider-leg mounts. The carapace-like skull vented at the bottom, allowing a serpentine tongue to dart back and forth in the mountain runoff. 

“You ever ridden before?” I asked our wayward commander. 

“When I was a child in a Lenzaab petting zoo,” he said breathlessly as if talking too loudly would disturb the creatures under Olyrii control.

Kuchec and her honor guard rode up on red-painted horses, stomping into our midst and struggling to control their mounts from taking a bite out of more than a few of us. “Commander, I would be honored if you rode with me. Our hadam keh brothers have learned to ride our mounts, but we do not have the time to wait for you to do so.”

I had to give him credit. Predaxes didn’t even sniff on that one. He just took her hand and let her yank him from the ground and onto the bare back of the beast. It did get weird for a moment when Kuchec’s back tendrils wrapped around his waist like flat insectile wings to keep him from falling off.

“Not only is she calling you brother, she’s using her hatulpa to keep you from getting dumped when we get moving. She must really have formed a bond with you during her reading because those tendrils are used for three things. Self-defense, holding young, and holding males.”

I tried not to laugh, instead focusing on the daunting task of mounting an Olyrii horse from the ground. Luckily, the exoskeleton had me up and on the animal in a flash, letting me grab the reigns they’d set on the mount for us.

Kuchec deposited her traditional veil in her belted pouch, showing off the predatory canine teeth common to the women in her clan. “If you are suggesting I desire to mate with Commander Predaxes by your joke, Samea Malik, you are mistaken. It would require many rituals and weeks of stretching before he was anywhere close to prepared for such a task. Though I fear for a human his age, the act might kill him.”

Predaxes flared his hands out to the sides for balance when Kuchec’s tendrils tightened. I bet he was glad for that helmet with the epic roars of laughter that abounded through the gathering. Olyrii and humans alike let themselves have this last moment of revelry, one brief instance of camaraderie before we swept into the forest on a rampant race back to the camp. 

“I’m not that old,” Predaxes broadcast to me in particular, and it was everything I could do to not fall off my horse.

I donned my helmet, knowing that a holographic skull now took the place where my face should’ve been. We bounded from our spots, the Olyrii matrons and her honor guard taking the lead while the Ransackers rode behind. The males ran their horses in a relaxed rear guard that put them within earshot of our helmet audio while keeping them well out of sight when we hit the jungle proper. The horses quickly devoured the terrain back into the jungle using whatever allowed them to navigate through their eyeless skulls. 

My mount growled, more like a monster from a nightmare than what I thought of a horse. We raced directly toward a tree as wide as the housing complexes on base, energetically jumping over a fallen log in our path when it veered at the last minute to avoid the immense palm-adorned trunk. It sprinted up onto a berm, dodged a knot of vines, then made a leap and brought us back in line with the other horses. I barely even had to guide it through the reins. 

After roughly twenty minutes at a strenuous gallop through the slalom jungle course, we stopped the mount near the river to give them water. My Ransackers carrying XL-10 grenade launchers racked the slide, sending a chem-fired dart sailing through the trees to crash upstream. We dismounted, leading our horses to the water on foot while everyone else remained in saddles.

Predaxes held his place, no doubt using the optics in his helmet to scan the terrain. “I’m not getting any signs of movements in the canopy and no drones out this far. Why did you get down?” 

“Kogans. They have a taste for horses. It’s not a unique hunting pattern on Faebos, or in the galaxy for that matter, so the Ransackers developed a trick to keep mounts safe while resting or recovering. Fired sensor nodes that monitor for movement. If one of those croco-beasts comes this way, we’ll know in plenty of time to get the horses back. Plus, we don’t have time for them to fight the kogan. They wouldn’t go down easy,” I said, watching the picture-in-picture in my HUD while our animals topped off. 

Kuchec tapped her throat mic. “We must get going. Lassara will be in place shortly. It is vital we are ready to move when he is.”

“Moving,” I said, motioning to the rest of the Ransackers. After a failed jump and a lot of laughter from Kuchec’s honor guard, I got back on the horse to a waiting message request from Predaxes.

It was funny hearing the man talk through the bouncing he was experiencing being connected to the matron. “It’s fair to assume you have the base under surveillance. Are we racing back because something’s happened?”

“One of our scouts sent video that my guys back on base—Calvo and his goons—have been sequestered as part of an investigation by your crew. They don’t believe you escaped on your own and blame him since they kept you close after your fall from grace. The guardsmen confined Volina because she tried to take Ferris’s head off for ordering Calvo’s people into a shipping container. She’s a feisty one. I like her. We need to get there soon because they’re not going to admit they helped you, and the guards are content to let them sit in that box and roast.”

“Five Fires, no,” Predaxes said through the comms. “What about Garza?”

“They waited until he took a squad of four mechs into the jungle to run a perimeter scout to ensure they didn’t have any spider-legs creeping toward the base. Half the remaining manechs went with them too. This is the perfect time to hit them and take control.”

“They’ve pissed off the wrong commander,” Predaxes said.

“I hoped that to be the case, sir. We have an in, but we need to move fast because we don’t know which guardsmen Garza took with him on the recon. We have to have control of the base before they get back with those Dragoons.”

I halted my mount as Kuchec stopped ahead of us. She motioned for us to take a deeper track into the canopy as she picked up something we couldn’t hear. 

The hardest part for us was getting our mounts to kneel. The Olyrii horses were used as tribal mounts, but they were anything but domesticated. Recessed claws on their hooves and a mouth full of razor-sharp fangs hidden under the skull carapace indicated the animals hunted for varmint-style prey they could slag with enough frequency to maintain their considerable size. Taking orders from the statuesque Olyrii and their empathic abilities was natural for them. Listening to the off-colored children they could easily stomp in the mud was gonna be a bit of a stretch for them. 

Luckily, Lassara had brought exoskeletons for all of us so we could go toe-to-toe with anything Olyrii-sized or smaller. Without whatever tribal magic the Olyrii used to make them comply, we were forced to rely on brute hydraulic strength to put them down below the ridge. 

The first Dragoon broke through the brush up ahead, leading with its twenty-mil auto rifle barrel. The heavy, matte-black weapon swept aside branches and leaves, leading to break trail for the machine carrying it to move unimpeded through the tangled jungle. It snapped the gun toward us, nearly sending our pucker factor into overdrive as a group of native simians bounded from the tree tops overhead to escape the monstrosity. The hefty machine held still for a minute so its pilot could broadcast, eventually moving ahead on its patrol.

“I thought they were sending the mechs out to survey places where the spider-legs attacked?” I asked over the comms. “Why are they on this side of the valley?”

“No idea,” came one Ransacker’s response in the link. A guy named Favier. “But Lassara has all the good broadcast and code gear. We need to stay hidden, or we’ll get sacked.”

“What do you need?” Predaxes pressed. 

“Those Dragoons are probably gonna miss us, but the manechs they took with them won’t. We need someone to hack them to keep us hidden, but all we have to do it with is chicken wire and harsh language,” I scoffed.

That’s when our good commander surprised us. “Put me down. Let them capture me. Since you won’t be too far behind me, I’ll ramp up Calvo and his crew, and we can be ready when you get there. I assume you had a plan for getting back in that was better than just climbing over the wall.”

“Lassara is our way in, but maybe you can help,” I said, crawling away from my mount to where Kuchec and Predaxes huddled. “This is my SIN-Link. It has a chip in it that’s loaded with all sorts of mayhem. Unfortunately, it doesn’t have the range to push out threat-ware to the manechs coming in, but if you keep it on you, I can set it to hack every manech you come into contact with.”

“Do it now,” Predaxes ordered. “Just be sure you show up on time, so I don’t get fed to the croco-monsters. And take back these weapons. Walking around with Colonial weapons and ammo will raise more flags than it lowers.”

I hesitated a moment, then said, “Deal,” handing him my SIN-Link. “We’ll have two of the males chase you out of the brush into the path of the mechs. Go. Go now.”

Kuchec nodded, signaling to a duo of Olyrii men not wearing the throat microphones. 

They quickly bounded their horses into a run, rustling the vines and foliage as they chased Predaxes, whose fully charged armor had him at a very impressive clip through the tangle. The Dragoons had passed us on their way to whatever coordinates they’d been given to patrol. As the sound of the jungle hit their audio sensors, they whirled about, bringing their considerable rifles online to the possible threat. 

Predaxes sprang from the foliage, landing in a crouch that put him in a perfect position to sprint away. The chasing Olyrii male came from the trees next, screaming a battle cry that turned my blood cold. He got two bounds into the chase when Garza’s booming voice sounded over the Dragoon’s external speakers.

“Hold your fire!” 

On the other side of the open forest, the second male dropped into the scene, pulling an arrow into his bow to aim at the commander.

“You!” shouted the first rider. “You base man?”

“Yes,” came the answer from the mech on the flank. It trotted oblique to Predaxes, cutting off his escape through the jungle. Between the wall of robot vehicles and the Olyrii archers, the commander appeared soundly trapped. “We mean you no trouble, but this man is trouble. Do you know that word?”

“Yes. This is known. You take him,” the rider agreed.

Almost on cue, half a dozen manechs appeared in the gaps between trees on the only available side of the jungle left to Predaxes, where he could’ve executed his escape. Holding a combination of scalders and Zed-Nines, the androids marched up to the commander, taking hold of his arm as they were programmed to do to any inmate under their control.

The canopy on Garza’s mech popped open, exposing the man to Faebos’s heat and humidity. He climbed outside the mech to the jungle floor, lacking much of the grace we’d been developing while running with the Olyrii. He strode up to his friend, motioning for Predaxes to remove his helmet. Garza did the same, hanging the piece of kit off the handle to his Zed-Six at his side.

“So what happened?” he said.

We all listened from the shadow of trees and cover of the bushes.

“I felt the base was too constrictive, so I went for a walk,” Predaxes said to his friend.

“Yeah? How about now?” Garza asked. “You didn’t hear the Goons and ran out of places to hide? It’s a jungle, for Spirit’s sake. Brother, I have Kildane and his new favorite buddy, Sergeant Karwic, in those Dragoons. Along with the corporal they brought with us, they’re all loyal to Ferris and the little gang town she’s trying to build. A lot of her crew isn’t buying that I’m one hundred percent on board with this, so now that I found you, I have to take you in.” 

“I’d expect nothing less,” Predaxes responded. To accent the point, he tapped on the newly emptied holster at his side.

Looking through the scope on my XD-14 rifle, I swear I saw the Lieutenant Commander’s face drop when he noticed the Colonial accented holster worn on the commander’s hip. Now was where we’d see if Garza was playing me and his friend. If they brought their prize back to base, we were in the clear, and this might actually work better than I thought it would. If they started stomping the grass, things could get next-level violent.

Garza leaned past his arrested friend to speak to the Olyrii. “We thank you for this. How may we repay your kindness?”

“No pay. We show respect. You show respect another time.”

“Thank you,” Garza said again. “We’ll take him away for you.”

Spinning his hand in the air, Garza hopped up the side of the mech and locked the canopy in place. Then, he reached down with an armored arm to take his captured friend, and the procession trudged back the way they came, sending branches and creatures to scatter in their wake. 

I linked to Favier, the Ransacker Scout who’d spoken earlier. “Did you catch any of that?”

“Sure did, boss. While we were standing there, the chip in the link you gave him jail broke those two manechs acting like deputies. They were rewritten before they even walked away,” Favier said. 

“Here’s to hoping it does it to the rest of them, especially with Lassara getting in place,” I said to agree with the sentiment. “Kuchec, with them stomping up our path, how much time does it add if we cut through the mining sites?”

“Go around?” she said, absently rubbing her alabaster chin now that the veil was gone. “There might be a way for us to do that, but you will not like it.”

“When have I liked anything since I got here?” I asked, trying not to sound too menacing with a holographic skull over my helmet.

“You said you liked the Varseech stew,” she said. 

“It was warm, filling, and slithery. What’s not to like?”


CHAPTER 20

MALIK



We all panted like overheated dogs from the last fifty meters at a sprint to the top of the hill. I knelt, sipping from a water pack. I forced my breathing to obey me in taking deep, fulfilling breaths versus the hyperventilation my instincts were trying to convince me was the right way to go about this.

“I wish I’d had more time on my feet over the last few months. My cardio is garbage!” I shouted.

“Same,” Favier agreed. “Only we’d been on a ship for months.

“My brothers whine like mewling goli, blaming the hill for their lack of breath rather than blaming themselves,” Kuchec scoffed. 

“Didn’t I just say we needed to do better?” I asked Favier offhandedly.

“Stop prattling. Follow.” She waved us and her honor guard forward. “This is not going to be like riding the rek saroh. The horses, as you call them. These are different. You must convince yourself you are hunters for when they break into you. If you are not equal to them, you will be seen as prey.”

“Point of clarification, here. You said there was a faster way to the base, through here,” Favier said, holding up his hand as if he were back in primary school trying to ask the teacher a question. His lofty hand dropped to his rifle when a black carapace skull bigger than the horses crested the top of the rocky outcropping Kuchec climbed toward. 

Massive spines swept back from the front, almost in the same fashion as Kuchec and her people wore them. The serpentine neck cascaded from the black face into a kaleidoscope of color until the scintillating creature’s skin was a glorious shade of red. Its head spines quivered before it swept its skull in Favier’s direction.

“Be at ease, Adonna Favier. Helleya is friend,” Kuchec said. “But if you continue to reach toward that rifle, she will decide you are not friendly to her, and she will attack you.” She stepped to the Ransacker sub-corporal and gently pressed down his weapon. “Walk around me but do not focus on Helleya. Instead, find your own ryzhann.”

“If this is too much, Favier. Now’s the time to tap out,” I said, not wanting the kid to get eaten on his first big operation. 

“After you,” he said, jokingly enough that I almost believed it. 

Kuchec’s honor guard passed by us, each armed with X-18s modified for their grip. The arrows rattled in their quivers as they climbed to the rocks above us, disappearing over the lip to the sound of grated screeching beyond. Our matron nodded to me, her gaze declaring her belief that she’d seen the maze that was my mind and had confidence I could do this.

I followed the women who’d declared themselves my sisters and climbed onto an outcropping where dozens of the creatures nested against the terrain to take in the early sun. Powerful shoulders rolled into stiff limbs under their heads, much like I’d expected, with a bat’s folded wings. The long slender neck cascaded to a robust body ending in a hip and thigh that screamed tension base muscle. They were some sort of avian fisher with limbs powerful enough to haul something three times my size out of the water. 

Lingering in the spectacle for longer than I should have, Ipe’s mount hissed at me, pulling back part of the carapace to show me rows of glistening teeth.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m going,” I said, even as my adopted sister laughed at me. I could almost imagine her saying, “Good luck. Don’t get eaten.”

I walked along the rocky perches, glad for my helmet so I didn’t have to get the full force from the ammonia smell where the creatures relieved themselves somewhere close by. Ryzhann extended their leathery, pattern-splattered wings to bound away from me as I crept along the ridge—their ridge—like some intruder looking to take what wasn’t mine.

Be their equal or be their prey.

And in Kuchec’s advice was where my problem lay. I was looking at hunters who dominated the skies above the rivers, lakes, and oceans on Faebos. Ones that hunted things that hunted me. I wasn’t equal to any of them. I was an outcast who’d walked away from a life of privilege, caught between two people. Choosing to live among those who talked of freedom but always reminded me of the chains I’d left meant I had to walk softly until I needed my presence known. My former life didn’t make me less; it made me more. I could be the perfect weapon against them, the ones who wanted me to be villains they were. Instead, I became the weapon no one suspected.

I stopped in front of a massive ryzhann. These dragon-bat-horses hissed and yowled as I tried to make myself appear large. My intimidation display was failing, but Five fucking Fires, theirs was working just fine. Finally, the titanic creature before me exposed its full mouth. In that moment, I knew that if I doubted my position on the food chain for one second, this thing would bite me in half. 

I passed my hand over my faceplate, banishing the hologram and raising it so the thing could see my eyes. “Just passing through, bud. No reason to get all growly.”

Speaking of eyes, the further into the perch I got, the worse my eyes watered due to the scent of their pee. It was like walking by an infantry latrine the morning after payday. Huddled a few meters further, a creature more petite than the others had tucked itself into the rock, picking at the remnants of a fish that looked like it had been someone else’s scraps. The dazzling array of white, brown, and golden feathers starkly contrasted with the leathery wings. 

The radio clicked. Kuchec brought me from whatever was drawing me to the creature. “Samea Malik. That is not a ryzhann. That is not to be ridden.”

“What is it?” I asked, unable to take my eyes off it.

“Astari. They sometimes hide their young in ryzhann nests to protect them from other hunters. But it is not like the ones we have trained,” she cautioned.

As if daring me to come closer, daring me to try, it raised its head, hissing in the same manner as the ryzhann. And then there was that heavy buzzing that hit me right in the sinus whenever any of the Olyrii wanted to do that mind thing. Here it was. How did Kuchec put it—breaking into me to see what was in the maze, to see what was going on behind my eyes? 

So instead of hiding all my deepest and darkest thoughts, the places I’d been, and the things I’d done that marked me as a monster, the beast that hid in another person’s nest, I let it in. 

It uncoiled from its spot on the rock. It screeched something shrill, like the raptors back on the Alamar Colonies. Raising to its full height, it spread its wings, exposing golden-brown patterns that drank in the sun and made them appear as though they were dipped in lightning. The carapace armor on its skull was black down the center, with the sides being more off-white, painting the entire affair like a beak. 

In my mind, I saw it as a youngling, nesting, fighting for food with the rest of the ryzhann as its adopted mother delivered loads of fish. I felt its sadness at being struck from the perch, its feathers marking it as anything but one of the flock. My heart began to beat faster as memories of being chased away from the prime hunting grounds forced it to seek meals in spots where getting too close to the water was just as dangerous for the wings as they were for the fins. But it was fast, and even on those days when it returned to the perch with empty talons, its adopted mother would sometimes kick it scraps. 

Somewhere in the depths of the SIN-Linked radios, I heard Kuchec shouting for me to run, but I couldn’t. This thing saw what I was and knew me. In the strange way the planet Faebos drew you in and read you like a book, this creature drank in the terror I’d waged, stored at the center of my mental maze, and begged for more. 

I jumped up as it ran beside me, kicking my foot over its feathered neck to where those tendrils resembling insect wings flared up to drink in the sunlight and reflect it to me. I felt them tangle around my legs and arms, keeping me in place as it increased speed toward the cliff face. Frantic shouts and a crimson-dressed honor guard raced toward me in an effort to stop me from making the leap, from riding this animal into the wind. Call me drunk, dumb, or just plain insane at that moment, but I didn’t care as I felt gravity temporarily relinquish its tug of war with me, and I was weightless.

Cling tight to me, little brother, for in the wind we are free.

It wasn’t speech like I’d experienced in Kuchec’s mind. It was something more primal, and I was intoxicated by its sheer ferocity as we dove. The promontory raced away from us as the creature’s wings folded against its body. I slammed my helmet visor shut in time before the gust blinded me. We plummeted in Faebos’s grip, the raptor almost doing the math it needed to know when to pull up, when to soar away and streak through the expanse faster than anything else on the wing. 

It pivoted slightly, bringing us in line with a waterfall pouring off the rock and feeding the river. Our connection let me feel the dampness on its throat as its mandibles expanded to allow the mist to quench its thirst, moistening the bits of fish stuck there so it could make room for more. As the spray glistened on the lightning-flecked feathers, I felt the countdown to that point where its wings drank in the sky, and we’d burn across it like a runaway comet.

My arms and back ached as I held on, despite the rush of air threatening to separate us in all the speed and gravity ready to smash us on the river bank below. Then, I realized it wasn’t me that was aching; it was the creature, unused to carrying any weight but its own remorse, and finally bearing breaking free of a self-imposed sentence in a prison of its own. That’s why the Olyrii didn’t ride these. They chose to ride creatures who already knew their place in the scheme of things, so their empathic abilities meshed. 

But the astari was a true monster among predators. It was an animal that discarded its children to offer them protection they knew they couldn’t provide. What tribal warrior could win a battle bonded to an animal that only felt rage and regret? In not bonding, taking them as mounts, Kuchec’s people didn’t know that it also felt serenity in the flight. This was an animal of perfect speed and violence with nothing in the sky that could match it.

The wings swept out, transforming our dive into leveled flight, then into a climb that catapulted us high above the landscape faster than I would’ve thought possible. A soar of dragon-bats scattered at our passing. We reached for the sky in a wild climb far above what the other creatures were keeping to. The rush eventually leveled out, with the landscape passing below us as we orbited high above the perch we’d just left. 

“Crazy hadam keh!” Kuchec called into the radio. “The only explanation is that you are broken in the head.”

Clearing the animal’s haze from between my eyes, I managed enough control over my own thoughts to respond. “I don’t mean to be a pain, but we’re on a bit of a timetable here. Can you make sure the other human doesn’t get eaten so we can get to the base?”

The laughter that drifted through the comms rolled from her honor guard, with each woman making rude jokes over the line concerning my manhood and whether I’d be a good match for any of them. The line cleared quickly when Kuchec returned to her spot, scolding me.

“Your man is on the wing with me,” she snarled into the net. “We are flying up behind you because I don’t have the patience to watch him try to ride a Kogan or some other dark creature not meant to be ridden.”

“Do those river monsters fly?” I asked, confident she wouldn’t answer me. When I was proven right, I sent a direct link to Favier. “Hey, kid. Predaxes has my link, so I’m limited to short comms. Do you have word from Lassara?” 

“He’s in place and waiting for our little cavalry,” Favier responded. 

The landscape below us tracked along our HUD, marking familiar places as we soared above the river valley. While my new feathered friend was faster than any of the mounts Kuchec and company were flying, we weren’t pushing the birds to their max. Even just coasting, we would have plenty of time before Garza’s Goons negotiated the jungle to get back to base.

“How far out is the mech convoy?” I asked.

“Estibal is keeping tabs on them.” One of the other Ransackers. “At our current speed, we should have over an hour before they make it to the security wall,” Favier said.

“Good. Once we’re over the base, I’ll head for our friends to see if I can free them before they’re cooked over an open flame. I trust you know what to do?”

“Roger that,” Favier confirmed. “Let’s just hope everything else is in place, or this is going to be a really short trip.”
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Surging through the sky at a pace that made riding in the Bantams seem like trucking along in a cargo cart, we raced between the mountainsides on our bid to beat Predaxes to base. My astari, whose name I bet meant something like sun-racer, stayed high and angled at the fiery globe above while Kuchec banked her flight away to see to their part of the plan. When they’d rounded the jade peaks of another series of hilltops, I pressed against the side of my mount’s neck.

“How fast are you really?” I asked.

In a flash of aggressive movement, we climbed higher than we’d previously been. My heart pounded, and I felt the heavy, oppressive humidity disappear in the wake of barely breathable air. My new friend swept to a height where anything resembling a coherent thought was replaced by me squinting through the pain of my ears needing to pop. We hung in the open sky, where the base below us was kilometers away and resembled a piece you’d see in a kid’s play set. The feeling of weightlessness lasted for only a second, Faebos’s gravity eventually demanding its due. 

We rolled backward, my feathered friend drawing in his wings to make us more aerodynamic. I felt its heart race through our shared connection at the thought of the descent. In the fall, nothing could catch us as we reached that point of speed where we were no longer a rider and the ridden. We were the bullet, and in the most authentic sensation of freedom I’d ever experienced, I realized everything below us was a target. The creature’s reticulated tendrils pulled against me as our shared connection urged me to hug the animal’s back as tightly as possible.

Wind raced by us. Fall turned to dive, and we plunged to the ground with ever-increasing speed. The air rush turned to a whistle in my ears. Activating the speedometer in my HUD, we blew past three hundred klicks per hour, and the sensor was doing its level best to smash my indicator to scrap. The pressure of the wind racing around us began to generate friction against my suit, causing the back of the fire-retardant material to heat up. At nearly four hundred kilometers per hour, the force exerted was like trying to swim through sand. 

We sharply changed the angle of our descent. Our incredible speed thundered us across the treetops and ruffled the palms and fronds in our wake. Weirdly, my mind drifted to thoughts of science classes I took as a kid where they taught us about acceleration and deceleration using those crash dummies. I bet this was what they felt like right before they ended their experiment in a sudden stop.

Don’t think like prey. There is freedom in the flight. There is freedom in the hunt.

The creature’s thoughts flashed unbidden across my mind, turning my blood to liquid fire in veins that had long been held captive under the guise of a broken prisoner. They’d taken me into their nest, and now I’d show them their mistake. When you bring a monster into your midst, you want every assurance the cage you’re using can contain it. The sun-racer angled its wings slightly to gain just a bit of altitude to sail into its target. The entire base of its chitinous skull resonated with a deep clicking that I took to mean it had sighted in on something.

Amping up the magnification on my helmet, I spotted a Lenzaab guardsman walking the exterior of the STC building. The creature had flown into my memories enough to know what my enemy looked like and was willing to do me a solid, as long as I didn’t object to it turning the whole affair into a takeaway meal. 

“Do it,” I said.

The tendrils securing me to the monster constricted tighter in anticipation of how hard we were about to hit. If the readout on my HUD was accurate, coming in at over three hundred KPH meant we were going to slam him like an agitated bullek. The distance between us and our prey evaporated in the relentless advance to the target. In the final seconds of the rush, the sun-racer flared his wings with a tremendous pop.

The sound of the feathers catching air and buffeting to slow us down caused the guardsman to look up—too little, too late. Claws with dagger-length talons swept forward like landing gear on a shuttle ready to crash. The impact shuddered into my body, coruscating through me like electricity. I slammed forward into the back of my mount, pressing into its flesh as if it were a cushion meant to take the abuse. The guard below us gagged. His body was rent by talons whose piercing and impact shattered him despite the armor that should have kept him whole. We slid on him, scratching across the rooftop until we came to a gentle stop at the lip on the opposite side. 

Feeling the tendrils release me, I fell from my mount to the armor-cracking hits of the sun-racer trying to peel the man out of his armor like a regular bird does to a crab. Laying on my back next to the man’s crumpled body, I swept up to my knees and held my hands near the creature’s eyeless head. In ticking motions similar to birds taking in their surroundings, it backed off momentarily until I removed the man’s SIN-Link and unbuckled the straps holding on his chest armor. 

Furious pecks rained against the man’s broken shell, with the beak slamming into his flesh savagely enough to splay him open in a single hit. A jerk of its head had the guardsman’s liver down the hatch in a single gulp, with it stepping onto his legs for a better hold of the prey.

“I hope that pays for the fare,” I said, sliding a new chip into the stolen SIN-Link. “Lassara, this is Malik. You on?”

“Five Fires! I just saw you eviscerate that dude! He practically broke in half when you hit him.”

“I like to show up in style,” I said. “You ready?”

“In place and ready on your go!” he shouted into the feed, excited and ready to free our guys. 

I put my fourteen into the patrol ready on my advance to the facility’s rooftop entrance. “I’m just getting updates from Kuchec now. She’s ready to drop on the yard. Rear guard from the Olyrii is saying Predaxes and his guys are still at least thirty minutes out.”

“Roger that,” Lassara agreed. “I have a hard connection to the STC and all manechs on station. I can flip them on your go.”

“Do it right after you open this hatch for me, and give Kuchec the green to get our people,” I said.

The roof side hatch buzzed with a snap, coming open freely as I pulled to yank myself inside. I dropped to a knee, scanning the landing for any threats. With fewer than fifty guards, they were gonna have a difficult time securing all points of the facility, even observing through the cameras. With Lassara running tech interference for us, he could show them what we wanted them to see instead of what was really there. 

“You’re clear all the way to the command floor,” Lassara instructed. “There’s four prisoners working the stations in the command and control hub. The woman you ID’d—Ferris—is gone. She left the center with a guardsman escort after they got news Garza was walking the commander through the gate.”

“How many on the floor?” I asked.

“One, guarding the CnC,” Lassara reported.

Cake.

I opened the door as quietly as I could. If things held to form, the guardsman would still be armed. Despite being amped up after my raptor-induced free fall, I would still be subject to a scalder or bullet like anyone else. I crept into the hall, cursing that the place wasn’t carpeted to keep my prison boots from clacking against the floor. Arriving at the sliding doors, I hugged the wall so as not to trip the auto sensor that irised the doors open. The center was an expansive room, and the guardsman could be anywhere. Walking in a fatal funnel, being the only assaulter on the objective, meant I had to know versus hope.

“Las, I need a LOC on the guardsman inside the CnC,” I whispered into the comms.

“Room entry, he’s at your ten o’clock at three meters, watching a screen.”

Raising my rifle in line with my helmet, I entered the detection area for the entry beam. The doors slid apart, traveling into the wall to open the space for me. Three steps in, I pivoted on my heel, weapon in line to the guardsman leaning on a desk with a cup of kava in hand. He spun away from the video screen. Recognition and shock at an orange jumpsuit, augmented by an exoskeleton and marked with a digital skull advancing toward him, kicked him into reaching for the pistol on his hip. 

The first round I touched off blew a hole in his neck even before the kava cup hit the floor. I punched two more into his side where the armor was light to ensure his trip to the hereafter was assured. Advancing on him, my rifle barrel tracked the body until I hovered over it to kick away the pistol he was still reaching for.

“Haeber. That you?” I asked the older prisoner running the main display.

He stroked his fingers through his hair, pulling bits of dead guard tissue from his mane. “It is. Could’ve done without the blood baptism though. You got people fiddling with my displays?”

“Got one of ours working things to give the guardsmen a tough time for it. Can you disable all perimeter defense and make sure our incoming won’t get shot?”

“I can shut down the base defenses, sure. I hope you brought an army, ’cause that master sergeant wasn’t happy with the way things went when you and the commander lit out of here. She sent word to Purgatory for more manechs.”

“Now you tell me. Las, you catch that?” I spouted into the comms.

“The part about us becoming blood under Ferris’s boot? Yeah, I caught it,” Lassara complained. 

I handed one of the technicians the dead guard’s pistol, then made my way to Haeber’s display. The guardsmen working the tarmac had already slipped from their detail to shoot up Kuchec, who’d landed next to our favorite Marine’s prison cell. 

This was about to be a bad day for us if they stopped us from moving through the base to free our friends. “I’m going outside to the tarmac. You keep an eye on those video feeds outside, and when you see Olyrii cavalry ride up, you roll out the welcome mat and then yank it back the second they’re inside.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice. I’m on it, boss,” the old orange told me as he continually swept his fingers through his hair to remove the last vestiges of guardsman flesh. 

I sprinted down the stairs and snapped my rifle to my shoulder when a manech gained the landing below me. “Sig?”

“Sup, cuz! I got your boy’s update,” the android said enthusiastically. “It allowed me to reinstall the colloquial speech teachings from inmate friend, Revas. It was most agreeable to have the Lenzaab security features installed after you left removed. Totes dope.”

I patted him on the shoulder and ran for the exit stairs on the side of the building. “Good. Follow me because your boy Revas is about to get stomped if we don’t get some support by fire.”


CHAPTER 21

MALIK



Coming from the side of the building was definitely the wise choice, given everything else going on. The original plan was to hack into the manechs and the STC, take control of the gate, and roll in the cavalry to shoot up all the guards that weren’t gonna play nice. Running into Garza’s patrol had shot that to the Fires, in that we wanted the Dragoon Robot Combat Platforms out of the structure when it happened. Yes, more of them were available, but most of the pilots were either dead or out in the jungle. We couldn’t risk letting them have access to all that firepower while we did our thing.

Flying in was an ace move, but in the long run, it split our forces and drove us to improvise in a real heavy way. The majority of us leading the mission to free the prisoners were Ranger Scout Commandos, so improvisation was where we lived most of the time—though we were hoping it didn’t happen this time. We were ahead of the game when Sigmar-One-Four-One found me, and we burst through the STC building side exit. But then the radio lit up, and things got squirrelly. 

Five minutes into our raid, Kuchec, and her honor guard landed beside the shipping container where Ferris was cooking our friends. The natives planted several arrows each into the guardsmen standing watch on their impromptu SHU. A lever flip here and a door pull there, and our friends spilled onto the tarmac gasping in what was to them the cool air outside. The matron stripped the guardsmen’s bodies of water, divvying it to the Marine Corps prisoners who shared the bottles and recovered their wits. Using the container as cover, they sent flight after flight of poisoned arrows, doing their best to squeeze long fingers into the trigger wells on Zed-Nine rifles. I particularly enjoyed that bit, watching what many would call primitives beating the Lenzaabs at their own game. Sure, they fired them like sub-machine guns but did a good enough job the Lenzaabs had to take cover behind a container of their own. 

We slithered along the building wall, ending our sneak twenty meters away from the matron and her newfound fighters.

“Kuchec, it’s Sam. I’m behind your right shoulder. Tell Calvo ‘frag out.’ He’ll know what it means.”

My friends, both Olyrii and human, ducked into the container’s cover. I racked the forearm on my underslung grenade launcher and let the weapon fly. The round struck the side of the Lenzaab shipping container, detonating in an inky smoke-choked pop that perforated the side wall even as it punched through the Lenzaab armor and sent them sprawling to the ground. 

Our victory was short-lived as my fellow prisoner, Colonel Valden, the Razor, moved to look for avenues of escape for the team and took shrapnel to the face. A gaping hole in the side of their container told me everything I needed to know in regard to settling the man’s current problem.

“Las, it’s Malik. Sniper on the top of Warehouse Two. I need you to put him down. Over.”

“Stand by,” Lassara said. As we spoke, the man was dialing in his target, and I had no doubt accounts would be settled on the colonel’s behalf. “Got him pegged. Firing.”

The body tumbled from the roof before I ever heard the echo of the report from beyond the walls.

“Tango down. Pull ’em out of there. Lassara, out.”

“Kuchec! You have a clear path to me. Get everyone out of there!” I shouted into the net.

The group sprinted across the open ground, some limping with extreme muscle cramping due to heat exhaustion and some half carried with wounds already sustained in the first few minutes of fighting. The Olyrii matron swung her people around the corner of the building to provide withering arrow fire to cover the rest. An arrow from Kuchec’s bow stuck an advancing gray in the chest, easily breaking through the armored plate. 

Coming around the corner, a pale-looking Calvo fell on me in a massive bro hug. He used the power loaders he called arms to hoist me from my feet and swing me around like a little kid. “Brother! I cannot believe you pulled this off! Where have you been, and who in the Five Fires is this?”

“Calvo, meet Kuchec,” I said. “Listen, I need everyone to follow this wall and make for Warehouse One.” 

“That’s a materials warehouse. No weapons or vehicles,” Calvo corrected. 

“Also, it’s great cover with lots of places to hide. You ever run the shoot house on Tellos Island?” I asked, citing the mecca for Colonial Marine Corps training.

“We all did, little man,” Revas said, wrapping a bullet wound that dug a track into the top of his forearm. “But what does that have to do with right now?”

“Man, I leave you alone for, like, five minutes, and you go from savage to a skirt, son!” Sig said, sounding almost identical to Revas. “To answer your question, bringing in a superior force to a series of blind positions of cover creates an impromptu shoot house where your odds increase exponentially due to your over-familiarity in the confines of the building.”

When Revas went from pissed off to perplexed, I added, “Look, it’s close quarters, so you won’t need rifles to take them on. We can bait and kill, pick off until the good stuff gets here. But it’s only part of the plan. Let’s move.”

Revas high-fived the familiar android. “Missed you, brah.”

“Does this look like a tender moment to share, cuz? We got some blastin’ ass to do, son!” the android said in mock-Revas’s voice.

I flipped my rifle and mag pouches to the currently grumpy Marine but held onto it a second longer to remove the underslung grenade launcher from the weapon rails. Thumbing toward Warehouse One, I began affixing the handle and stock to the secondary weapon, becoming my primary.

“What are you going to use?” Calvo asked as the last man in the sprint to the warehouse. 

“Don’t worry about me. I’m going shopping,” I informed him. I handed him my pistol, then turned to cut back the way we came. “Sig, I need you right on my shoulder.”

“Aye-firmative!” the wily machine joked. 

I racked the slide several times to vent the standard munitions from the weapon, replenishing them with smoke grenades topped off by frags. We crawled across the wall to come within a meter or two of the corner. I mashed the trigger, and the grenade thumped out from the launcher in a bounce, spewing thick purple smoke into a tarmac littered with shipping containers and downed grays. I cycled and pulled, adding a second smoke grenade into the mix for a more complete concealment.

“Get ready to run to those guards we slagged and pull their gear!” I informed my android accomplice.

Reaching the corner to discharge the first of the frags into the oncoming squad of guardsmen, I was immediately reminded of why you don’t always shoot from the same place when facing a superior force. My muscles cramped, dropping me to my knees, where I lost my grip on my weapon. Every muscle raged as though fire crawled along my flesh in a totality of agony that refused to even let me scream. I tapped the weapon beside my leg, feeling pretty good about myself moving it a few centimeters toward One-Four-One.

“I am detecting a high-concentration beam from a pain compliance device.” Sigmar indicated. “If I am reading things correctly, you would like me to use your weapon where you cannot. As my inmate friend Revas says, ‘It ain’t no thing, brah.’”

He scooped the weapon from the ground and immediately took a round to the chest plate for his trouble. He bounced a meter away from me in a motionless heap from several shots slapping him in the torso. 

“Moving to objective. Keep that scalder on the prisoner,” came the distant order of the advancing guardsman squad. 

When they were close enough that I could hear their boots slapping against the stone, Sigmar-One-Four-One raised the grenade launcher and let the first fly. The weapon struck the commander dead in the chest, mincing the armor and nearly tearing off the man’s head when it punched him into the tarmac. The eight other guardsmen were blown off their feet in a near-perfect circle around one another. While the guardsman Shell-6 armor offered some protection in combat, the Colonial grenades were designed to punch tremendous holes at this range and did their job well.

The pain in my muscles immediately abated, allowing me to fall over on my back. “After I throw up, remind me to drag you to safety and tell you what a good job you did.”

“That was a humorous quip, inmate friend Malik,” Sig said in the deadpan endemic of his people. “I applaud you for keeping such a clever sense of humor amid what must be incredible pain on your part. I will be right back to you after collecting the weapons you have requested.”

“You do that. I’ll cover you,” I said as a joke. And, of course, Sig put the grenade launcher in my hand as though I was serious. 

He trotted back after a moment, looking like a walking advertisement for a Lenzaab weapon’s dealer. “That second group yielded quite a haul, but we really should be going. More fools be tripping this way, and we don’t wanna be here when they fall on us.”

“You know that, right,” I grunted in my best Revas impersonation. Jumping up and running like an old man in need of the latrine, I staggered behind the android as he waddled back toward Warehouse One. 

After announcing ourselves over the radio to Kuchec, we slithered into the warehouse, where I fell against one of the container racks.

“What happened to you?” Calvo asked.

“Ration backup and no latrine close by,” I said, fist bumping my Marine compatriot. I held up a finger to tell him further joking would have to wait. “Las, this is Malik. Sitrep? Over.”

“Malik, this is Las,” he barked over the radio. “Full platoon of guardsmen are moving along multiple avenues to your position. They have standard Lenzaab kit with zero manech support. The manechs they did have, I hijacked and sent to the STC to make sure it stays in our control. Also, your man in the control center just told me that another shuttle is breaking atmo, and you have roughly ten minutes before it gets here.”

“You’re just full of good news. Malik, out,” I responded. Crawling back to my feet, I slung the grenade launcher and took Calvo by the arm. “Dump out these cargo boxes and get two fighters to a crate. We’ll seal them shut and wait for our guy to give the signal.”

“What is it now?” Calvo asked.

“Standard protocol for these guys is to gas the building and force us out. These storage boxes are airtight and can big spoon little spoon two fighters for roughly ten minutes before the air inside runs out. We hide inside, wait for the guardsmen to come in, and give them a proper welcome to Faebos.” I said, motioning to the racks. Opening one of the crates, I removed a rebreather cartridge and exchanged the expended one in my helmet.

“That’s downright sinister,” Calvo said. “Love it.”

Revas put his hand on my shoulder, making me wince from nerves still raw after being scalded by the PCD. “Yeah, brah. Good plan. I volunteer to be in the crate with Nora.”

Nora shoved the hulking Revas into a cargo box. “No one else is gonna fit in there with your fat head.”

“We got minutes; let’s make it work,” I said to cut the chatter.

I darted over to Colonel Valden to check on his face, thankful that Kuchec was there with medicinal herbs and the strange Olyrii linens that had stopped the bleeding. Head and scalp wounds tended to gush, so having this bit of tribal shamanism to hold the man together until we could get him legitimate help was a blessing. Nodding to the matron, I motioned for Ipe and her sisters to follow me into the rafters. 

While not as accomplished a climber as the Olyrii, I had the exoskeleton, which made me their equal in strength and speed. I was gonna need that when the grays showed up. We weren’t seconds into setting up our kill box when the first grenades sailed in through the windows. The metallic rattle of the weapons dashing across the stone floors ended in them hissing their contents into the structure. Luckily for the Olyrii, the chemical irritant used by the guardsmen was heavy and usually remained close to the floor. High above the warehouse, my adopted sisters hovered safely in wait with their bows ready to deal their poisonous payloads out on the unsuspecting.

I motioned for them to don their veils, which they tied around wadded sashes clumped over their mouths. Satisfied with what preparations we could muster under the circumstances, I descended into the smoke to wait for our captors to show us how superior they were.

The first duo crammed through the door offset from each other, a Zed-Nine leading their way into the stinging cloud poisoning the space. With their helmets locked against the environment, they easily navigated around the first stack of racks into the rows of cargo boxes, arranged dress right, dress. 

Hugging the wall against one of the support beams, I waited for the next group to enter before kicking off the surprise party we had planned for our hosts. A five-man column negotiated the entrance, with the rearmost guard running a beam-light on his weapon to illuminate the way. The artificial light cast distorted shadows against the corrugated walls as they meandered into the space holding their rifles at their shoulders. 

The beam-light kid was even so nervous, he had his finger on the trigger. If the scary military inmates were here, he could put them down in a flash.

Coming from behind the support, I reached for his helmet and hit the first latch. He yelled, “Cut it out!” He must’ve assumed I was just some goon on his squad, screwing around. I passed in the shadow of his turn, waiting until he came to a stop to slap the last restraint and pull the helmet off his head. Out of reflex, he lashed out to catch the falling piece of gear despite closing his eyes and holding his breath. The action also caused him to reflexively pull the trigger.

His weapon vented off a round into the back of his squad mate. The bullet cracked the outer armor and sent the guardsman ahead of him, tumbling onto their face from the impact. The rest of his team turned on him, with one man not quick enough to assess the squinting, flailing private was one of theirs. He shot the kid who shot his teammate, drilling him through the center of his chest and cheek. The shots pasted the clumsy private onto the slate floor, even causing his heels to bounce when he dropped.

Horrified at what he’d just done, the shooter began screaming for a medic, letting all my guys know exactly where they were huddled over the two downed guardsmen. They barely began to render first aid when a hail of arrows descended through the smoke to pelt them with their venomous bite. The survivors ran free from the kill box, leaving their comrades and making for the center of the racks. 

In the confusion, I exited through the door they’d entered through. But first, I hit the venting fans to clear the smoke. I was no more than ten meters away when I heard Nora shout, “Losers!” followed by an epic wave of gunfire. 

Not to be outdone, the lone jumpsuit sprinting across the base driveways was sure to draw some attention. Bullets ricocheted off the tarmac, spraying my ankles with pellets of fragmentary rock. I moved a few more meters, then dove for the cover of a technical truck. 

Sliding under the vehicle, I keyed the mic again. “Las, it’s Malik.”

“Malik, this is Las. I have two squads coming at you from offset approaches, with one of them setting up a Zed-Forty-One. I’ll take him, but you better stop fooling around and wake up the neighbors if we’re going to have any shot of making it through this. Las, out.”

Following the radio going silent, a single high-powered round blasted through the machine gunner’s neck and shoulder. The impact sprayed a crimson wave across the deck that splattered his teammates. 

Shocked at the level of kinetic violence they never saw coming, the grays jumped up to find better cover. Seeing my chance, I bolted from under the truck in an all-out sprint toward the chow hall. Those guardsmen from the twin squads who felt they had enough cover to chase me with a swarm of bullets did so at their peril as my guardian angel ventilated the first two that tried.

Back into my sprint, I rounded the corner and met the expectant faces of prisoners not on work detail when all this mayhem began. A squad of grays watched something I couldn’t see in the dining facility. They peered into a section covered by walls instead of windows, and the part of me that had spent most of the last decades being shot at told me to seek cover. 

The empty space serving as my straightaway lit up with the familiar sound of a Zed-Forty-One going cyclic in the expanse. Rounds pelted the tarmac in plumes of pebbled stone and punished the construction vehicle I jumped behind to use as a shield against the incoming onslaught.

“Malik, it’s Lassara. Got a Bantam approaching with a Forty-One on top and an angry-looking NCO using the gyro-mount on the side to punch more accurate fire your way.” 

“Eyes on,” I said from the protection of the heavy-gauge steel keeping me from being long-distance hole-punched. “I got an angle on them with the XL-10, but they’re super close to the building. If I touch that off, it could injure some of the prisoners.”

“I got you,” Las said. “I still owe you for going too hard at you back on PS-12.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” I said.

It was only a matter of time before whoever was driving the military vehicle outmaneuvered me into the path of the Zed-Forty-One’s business end. I jumped to the construction vehicle’s back wheels, hoping the weird shooting angle would buy me a moment for whatever Lassara was gonna do. I should’ve known the method of delivery I was gonna get when he mentioned our dust-up in the hallway back in the prison.

A swarm of minuscule rockets screamed around the corner of the building I was facing. The projectiles darted and weaved, gained and lost altitude while deftly avoiding the suppressive fire coming off the Bantam. Two incoming micro-missiles detonated in the air, leaving three more to sail into the target. While I’d made fun of Lassara for carrying such a bulky weapon where the mag only housed five shots, I was currently happy for any help from him and it. 

The driver and the gunner were struck square in the chest by the gyro-jet rounds, the weapons blowing titanic craters into what used to be their sternums. Both men bounced from the truck into the street. The munition struck the back of the last guardsman’s seat, sending molten flack through the seams of her armor and knocking the woman from the vehicle. 

“You’re clear!” Lassara said.

I bounded in at the truck, kicking the kid out of the gunner’s stand and taking up the Forty-One. Rotating the weapon at the dining hall windows, the last thing I saw before pulling the trigger was frightened grays either trying to get a weapon up or diving for cover. The chug-chug-chug of the seven-point-five-millimeter rounds blasting from the barrel echoed in the space between the truck and the building. They shattered the pristine glass separating the comfortable conditions inside from the oppressive wet heat. 

I dusted two guardsmen in my thirty-second gunfire temper tantrum, leaving the rest of the prisoners to take on any guards who dove for the floor. With my point made, I bailed from the truck and into the structure. Making the door, I stopped at the small pools of blood forming at the entrance. 

Drawing my mono-machete, I parted the doors and slid into the chaos inside. Just over two hundred unarmed prisoners and a smattering of guards who refused to go against Predaxes were set against three squads of guardsmen. The ones I didn’t put holes in were being bombarded by fireteams of army and Marines working together to wrestle weapons free from their captors. Instead of working that noise, I slipped into the kitchen, following the blood trail leading away from the micro riot in the main hall. 

Sitting on the floor and loosely gripping her pistol, Master Sergeant Ferris leaned against the wall, bleeding in spurts. Even in partial cover behind toppled-over metal tables and the like, I could tell the weapon was shaking.

“Surrender your weapon, inmate Malik,” she said through pain and gritted teeth. 

I raised the machete, placing it on the call window used by the cooks to pass completed meals to the serving staff. I pushed the ultra-sharp blade away from me, making a raspy metal-on-metal sound as it hit the far part of the wall.

“Today doesn’t end with you on top, boy,” Ferris growled. “This little uprising has gone far enough. May you always know that the Collective holds the leash. Get on your knees. Once my guardsmen take control, you can join all the jumpsuits in there. Be thankful I’m sparing your li⁠—”

She took a sharp breath when the words were stolen from her mouth in the form of a metal mixing bowl, slamming her right in the face. 

Lieutenant Volina strode through the doors on Ferris’s side of the kitchen, holding the machete I’d slid to her. She swung down at the woman scrambling to reach the pistol she’d dropped, severing Ferris’s shoulder in a savage chop. Despite the blood and screaming, Volina straddled the master sergeant’s outstretched legs, pinning her in place.

“This is for not honoring your oath,” Volina said quietly. She slid the blade through the side seam in the armor, grunting to drive the knife through ribs, muscle, lungs, and then heart. Hacking coughs and weak struggling escaped Ferris’s blood-covered lips as Volina carried out the sentence for failed mutineers dating back to time immemorial. 

Sticking my head through the serving portal, I spied Pyntara beating the ever-living daylights out of a guard, aided by Corporal Daniker. When he noticed me looking, I got a bloody thumbs-up.

Together, Lieutenant Volina and I sprinted from the hall. 

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“We have incoming, and if we let it land here, all this is gonna be for nothing,” I said, jumping into the Bantam. I smashed the accelerator and fishtailed the vehicle onto the tarmac in a scurry toward Warehouse Two. “But the remaining grays are holed up in Warehouse Two where all the military kit and remaining Mechs are. We need to dig them out of there and either let them surrender or make them pay. If they launch those mechs to aid what’s coming, we’re all cooked.”

“What are we going to do about it?” she asked, feeding another drum into the Zed-Forty-One. 

The revving engine throttled us by the main doors to the mining base. As the heavy, nearly half-meter-thick blast doors irised open, we were treated to the sound of thunder on the other side. If I wasn’t so focused on not driving us into a shipping container or crashing into a power loader, I would’ve glanced over to see the reaction on Volina’s face. 

We skidded into a tight turn at ninety degrees to our previous track and rocketed away from the open doors disgorging the earth-rattling charge of the Olyrii cavalry. 

“Now you’re just showing off!” she shouted.

I tried not to laugh when I ignored her in favor of the comms. “Haeber, it’s Malik. I need two things. First, gun towers up now. Scan and pan any aircraft.”

“Scan and pan. I copy,” Haeber called back.

I didn’t have to wait long for the gun turrets to come back online. They swung into track on a descending shuttle coming straight for the base. “Good. Second, key me into the following freq.”

The guns went active, roaring their fury along the Fat Bird’s flight path. Streaks of roaring fire blasted away from the towers into a speck on the horizon. Pulling into a tight turn, I veered away from the cavalry charging straight for my backside, instead allowing them a clear path toward the warehouse. 

A comms request shot into my helmet. “Pilot Sam. Is that you?”

“Deejee! Listen, buddy. Have you been refitted since the incident at the mine?”

“Negative. I have only been charged. Do you require my assistance?” the mech asked.

“I thought you’d never ask,” I said. I ground the vehicle to a halt, clearing the seat for the officer running the gun. “Lieutenant. If you drive to Warehouse One, Calvo and company are probably cleaning up whatever’s left of the mess there. Get them slotted into combat positions on this truck and chase after my beacon.”

“Why not just drive us yourself?” she asked, swinging into the driver’s seat.

“I’ll meet you there.” I pointed toward the STC building where the screaming of savage Olyrii horsemen waged war against soldiers in modern military kit. A titanic crash echoed through the alleys, letting me know I had precious little time to get my thumb out to hitch a ride. 

The heavy drumbeat slam of a Dragoon RCP at a full sprint found us half a heartbeat before the mech ran from the alley dripping dust and debris in the midafternoon sun. Working on strapping a stolen twenty-mil rifle and the ammo that went with it onto its chassis, it scooped me from my spot on the tarmac and swallowed me into the cockpit without missing a single step. Slamming out from the front gate, the mech stutter slowed just enough for Las to jump onto the exterior.

We disappeared into the jungle canopy amid the sounds of fighting and an aircraft about to encounter a violent drop and a sudden stop.


CHAPTER 22

PREDAXES



After nearly an hour of riding in the giant hand of a Dragoon RCP, I was ready to be anywhere else. No cushions or shock absorbers, and there was the small matter of my hands being bound. The manechs running beside us didn’t have any true manacles, instead fitting me with multiple thread-ties, which did the trick enough to give the appearance of being detained. I could use my armor’s enhanced strength to break right through but better to save that surprise for when I really needed it.

From the time I’d been captured, Garza had been on the mic with the three other troopers assigned him. The one who saw the most air time had been Task Sergeant Kildane. From the moment we’d found out that home was no longer within our reach, he’d become sullen and reserved. His attitude of distancing himself from his men took an abrupt turn when Master Sergeant Ferris poisoned the troops against what we were trying to build on Faebos. Promising that I was being short-sighted and all they had to do was hold out for home to come to us, Kildane had gone in fully on what she was selling, especially when Garza signed on. And now, Garza speaking to him over comms had kept me alive this long.

Kildane wanted to be back with his family. If there was even a chance the Lenzaaban Collective would find a way to rescue us, he was all for it. The hope of returning to Centridium Space colored every action he’d taken since we were cut off. Now, I wasn’t just an obstacle to his prayers being answered; I was the curse that could keep it from happening. To a man in his position, he was ready to do whatever was necessary to keep that hope alive, including killing me. If I was out of the picture, Ferris and her little band would be the loudest voices for how to handle our predicament. It didn’t matter if her way was reckless and fruitless. To Kildane, the pretty lie was infinitely better than the ugly truth.

As luck would have it, Garza was still playing the friend card, working behind the scenes as a sort of double agent to feed me intel. Their conversation was being blind piped into my helmet feed, so I had a clear picture of what these men had cooking over the fire and whether they were planning to drop me into it.

“I’m not saying he’s been a bad commander. He’s actually been really good to all of us. But at the end of the day, we have to look out for ourselves,” Kildane argued, not for the first time.

“If we do what you’re suggesting, there would have to be an investigation held by the next ranking officer, which in this case would be, Volina,” Garza countered.

“But she’s on his side,” called Sergeant Karwic.

“She’s not. She objected to the…” Garza stopped speaking, instead backing his mech up by several steps. “Sensors are picking up outgoing station defensive fire. They’re shooting the tower guns.”

I almost responded with what I would do at the moment but stopped myself as I shouldn’t have been listening in. Instead, Sergeant Karwic beat me to it. “We should be close enough to contact STC. Do you want me to make the call, sir?”

“Uh, gentlemen?” I shouted through my external speakers. “I know I’m not supposed to have an opinion here, but you might want to look up!”

The Dragoon quartet followed my gaze, gazing through a break in the jungle canopy at the Lenzaab Zedatross shuttle trailing smoke on its epileptic flight path into our flank.

“That would be the reinforcements we sent for,” Garza stated.

“We have to recover that ship,” Kildane said. “Most of the manechs we brought with us were destroyed in the fight to take the mine. Not to mention if the prisoner population finds out they outnumber us four to one, they’re going to knife us in our sleep. Any android or guardsman that makes it through that landing is going to be a force multiplier for us, sir.”

“Kildane, run down that Fat Bird with Karwic,” Garza instructed. “I’ll take Corporal Bellos back to base and drop off Predaxes. Regardless of the ship’s condition, secure the site and stand by for us to bring a recovery team.”

“Yes, sir,” Kildane said. “Be safe out there, sir.”

“Good hunting, Task Sergeant,” Garza said. He motioned to the corporal to follow, and the two groups split for opposite sides of the map.

We jogged along our intended route to the base, taking the manechs with us. Bounding to the top of the ridge, we were greeted with a press-box view of the shuttle coming down. Score marks from heavy turret hits marred the hull’s exterior, leading to engines billowing thick trails of black smoke. From the damage the shuttle looked to have taken, it would be a miracle if anyone inside lived through the shelling, much less the landing.

While everyone was distracted, I chose my time to fall out of Garza’s grip. With the terrain angled toward the valley we’d just left, I didn’t have far to impact in the moss-tangled vines. The fibrous net was just what I needed, even with my exoskeleton taking the brunt of the stress. Together, they prevented me from breaking everything south of my knees in the drop.

“Now what?” Garza said, hopefully playing along.

Bellos was quick to take control of the situation, proving to Garza he was ready to fill any roles left vacant by sergeants too hurt or too dead to continue on for the benefit of the Lenzaab Collective. “Manechs, surround and secure the prisoner.”

Laying prone and trying to remain as still as possible, I pushed a series of commands to the manechs and prayed to the Spirits it would work.

“Corporal,” started the lead android. “It would seem that prisoner designated Predaxes is no longer conscious.”

Before the junior NCO could answer, a tremendous explosion sounded behind us.

“Hey, an explosion that loud means the shuttle just kissed the dirt,” Garza said. “We don’t have time to waste on the prisoner. Scoop him up, and let’s get a move on.”

“Lieutenant Commander Garza, sir,” an android broke in. “A fall of this nature could have resulted in a back injury on the prisoner. Moving him without a backboard is most ill-advised.”

Garza popped the hatch on his Dragoon, sliding around to climb down the outside of the frame. “Fine. Corporal Bellos, I’ll stay here with the manechs and the prisoner. You head back to base and bring out a recovery team. Before you go, throw out the go bag behind your seat, just in case I need more than what’s stuffed into mine.”

The corporal did as ordered, leaning out of his cockpit to hand the bag to his superior rather than just tossing it. “Yes, sir. We’ll be back to you in a hot minute.”

A manech appeared at the side of the Dragoon cockpit. It punched the guardsman in the chest, releasing the H-harness. In an android blur, the manech took hold of Bellos’s drag handle and used it for its purpose. The corporal was flung from his spot and into the wet jungle floor. He somersaulted in the air and crashed next to me in a tangle of vines. Faster than the eye could track, the rest of the manech security squad slapped their hands on him for control.

“Let me go! What is this?” Bellos coughed, trying to recover his breath after getting the wind knocked out of him.

“You see, Corporal, you picked the wrong team,” I said. Getting up and moving to the man’s side, the manechs made enough room for me to strip him of his pistol, ammunition, and SIN-Link device. “Then there’s the matter of you going along with your sergeants and plotting to kill me. That’s not how you get the old man’s nod to obtain those sergeant stripes.”

“Commander Garza! Help me!” Bellos cried through the net.

“Sorry, kid. Not my circus, not my monkeys. Especially not my saber-cat, who you just put in a cage for the second time and threatened to kill,” Garza retorted. “Should I return the favor, Commander?”

“I think putting a bullet through him might be too harsh, and frankly we might need the ammunition.” Climbing the outside of the Dragoon, I vaulted into the pilot’s chair. It took a minute to get comfortable as the mech’s AI adjusted the seat from the corporal’s smaller stature. “Let him loose. If he makes it back to base in one piece, maybe we cut him a break.”

On my command, the manechs released him, and from my spot above, it wasn’t a stretch to see he still wanted me dead.

“That’s still a death sentence,” he barked, spinning a circle to take in the jungle environment he was about to be subject to.

“Then we know what kind of soldier you are,” I told him. “Welcome to Purgatory, Corporal.”

Sealing the canopy, I turned off the AI’s audio prompts and linked back into the net. “We need to deal with those two robo-jocks running to the shuttle. If they get their hands on those androids and lock their AIs, depending on how many make it, we could be looking at a sizable force.”

“What are we standing here for, then?” Garza said, pounding one of his mech’s fists into the other. “Hey, brother, good to have you back.”

“You know it. Thanks for playing it smart and having my six, Garz.”

Shifting direction to leave Corporal Bellos to his own devices, we sprinted through the jungle in pursuit of our two errant Dragoons. Sliding down a hillside to chew up some distance, the radio barked with a familiar voice. “DG-6 to Garza, over.”

“Go for Garza,” my second-in-command said.

“Are we on signal secure?”

“You can talk freely, Malik. Just us on the comms. Over,” Garza responded.

“Good deal. Did you skin that escort?” Malik asked.

Garza harrumphed into the net. “Not entirely. Two Goons en route to the crash site. I trust that’s why you’re out here? Over.”

“Roger that. Enemy force was shot down by us. They just crashed at three klicks from your current track. If they get those manechs off the bird, they can put them into combat condition. A squad of manechs could hit and fade us into the Five Fires if we don’t do something about it right now. Over.”

“Roger that,” I said. “We’re on intercept for our two Dragoons. ETA is one minute.”

“Hey, sir! Good to hear you made it to the other side. We have the base in our control. Last item on the list is this shuttle. I’m a few minutes behind you. Malik, out.”

Running along the base of the hill we just negotiated, we fell into a rhythm of move, jump, adjust, and recover through the sheer amount of plant life-forming natural barriers to anything bigger than a hunting cat—which I realized were huge on this planet. We’d gained some time in taking the slide, but from the looks of things, we were about to lose what we’d gained trudging through the base of the hill.

Garza stopped ahead of me, face-to-face with an animal we hadn’t seen before. Massive armored plates over a bulky, four-legged body nimbly spun about at our approach. Black-and-green-mottled stripes covered its earth-toned skin to make for camouflage we almost made the mistake of running into. My guess was it weighed well over ten tons, with a good portion of that being in its armored skull on top of a frame half the size of the Dragoon. At the end of an armored beak that looked more bird than bullek, its jaw laboriously chewed in a bundle of ferns it had just plucked from the trees. Reminded me of some ancient dinosaur long forgotten.

“It’s in the middle of lunch,” I said. “My Dragoon AI says it won’t come after us as long as we don’t get too close. Run around it.”

Circling to the flank didn’t help when we ran into another with a calf in the process of stripping the branches clean on that side. We split the difference, sprinting between the family just looking for a bite to eat away from humanity, doing its best to eradicate each other.

Within a few short minutes, we found the burning scar in the landscape cut through the jungle by the falling shuttle. Toppled trees and scorching vegetation eventually led us to the remnants of shuttle armor and parts debris littering the crater’s edge for well over a kilometer. Wispy smoke turned to the black tendrils of an engine fire, signaling us to the direct location of the wreckage.

Ahead of us, a platoon of guardsmen was in the process of peeling equipment from the crash site. At the same time, manechs free of the rigging stacked an equal number of bodies that didn’t make the landing. Kildane was out of his mech, speaking with someone acting as the head of the newly arrived force.

“What do you want to do?” Garza asked.

“Approach and ask what happened,” I said. “When they ask why you didn’t deliver me, tell them we had other forces in the area because of the base attack.”

“I’d probably buy that,” Garza said through his laugh.

The gaggle of guardsmen huddled around the Dragoon. Popping the canopy, Garza climbed to the outside and I went off in my mech to the flank opposite them to pretend to stand guard.

“Lieutenant Commander Garza!” Kildane shouted in surprise. He saluted and continued to be predictable. “Did something happen?”

“Base got attacked,” Garza said, building his lie with copious amounts of the truth. “We met up with guardsmen running into the woods away from the prisoners who managed to flip the tables on us and assume control of the base, including the STC.” He turned to one of the surviving soldiers. “Task Sergeant Heller, right?”

“Yes, sir,” Heller confirmed. “One of our pilots was lucky enough to survive his wounds to get us to the ground. They’re both dead now. We lost four guardsmen in the crash and an entire rack of manechs. That leaves us twenty-four. Most of the supplies we brought down—like food and fresh uniforms—burned up in the crash. We also had another crew of guardsmen, but they died when the tail broke off.” He pointed to the broken aircraft section being worked over by the manechs.

“Kildane fill you in on what’s doing?” Garza asked.

“Yes, sir. Sounds like your boy looking to hold hands with the people we’re supposed to be imprisoning has made a real mess of things,” Heller scoffed.

“His heart was in the right place,” Garza apologized with enough grit in his voice to be convincing. “He doesn’t think the Collective will find a way to restart the wormhole, so he was making the best of what we had. But as much as I’d like to stand here and talk campfire politics, we have to get on the move. The Marines leading the rebellion are straight hard chargers, and they have Ransackers working with them, just in case you didn’t think too much of Marines.”

“How long do we have, Commander?” Heller asked.

“Not long,” Garza answered. “Collect up what you can. We’re not too far from the mines. We can use that as a staging base until a better option presents itself.”

NCOs shouted to their men and manechs alike, putting them from handiwork to hustle in a scramble to get away from the shuttle. I thought it was brilliant on Garza’s part to guide the incoming crew to the mines. We already knew the terrain and the dangers present; now, the only thing to do was guide them in and trap them there.

Garza was almost to his RCP when Kildane stopped him. “I just tried to reach any other element on our net. Nothing.”

“We’re out too far, and the jumpsuits have control of the comms tower on base. We won’t be able to talk to anyone until we’re closer,” Garza lied.

“Where’s Predaxes?” Kildane asked.

“With the crew we met. Everyone is going to link up at the mine. When we have a better look at what we have, we’ll make plans for next moves. Let’s get this going, Task Sergeant,” Garza instructed as he began his climb into the mech.

Kildane’s pistol was in his hand, prompting several guardsmen working around him to do the same. The manechs had changed from burial detail to pulling survival gear, including weapons, but the group at large didn’t have them yet. Kildane adopted a proper shooting stance, aiming the gun at his superior.

“Sir, I’m going to need you to drop out of there. Ya see, I just pinged Bellos SIN-Link to see if he could carry any of the gear. He’s not answering,” Kildane said.

My blood turned cold, immediately realizing my technical and tactical error. That’s one I should’ve seen coming.

“Commander Perdaxes! Either you come out here, or I shoot your friend. And before you think about running off, the two dozen manechs we have with us are set to combat config. You try to motor, I’ll have them peel you out of that seat.

At the mention of my name, the guardsmen and manechs alike whirled on my position with weapons out. There wasn’t a weapon among them that could crack the armor, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t pop Garza hanging from the side of his mech.

Activating the loudspeakers, I pushed my voice outside the RCP. “Task Sergeant Heller. We have the base and over two hundred well-trained soldiers, spacers, and Marines ready to take this either way. We either work together to fix PS-12 and see what that brings us, or you can side with Kildane after they murdered prisoners and our own people.”

“Liar!” Kildane shouted. “You wanted to pardon all of them. You wanted us to give up on being rescued! Now come out of there, or we pull you out!”

I rotated the mech, bringing the relentless-looking twenty-millimeter rifle to aim at the group.

“There’s too many of us. You’ll never get us all before the manechs pull you out!” Kildane shouted.

“I don’t need to kill everyone. Just you,” I said. “I will widow your wife and orphan your children because you can’t see past your own guilt. Task Sergeant Heller, this man is complicit in mutiny and murder. If you side with him, there will be no quarter given.”


CHAPTER 23

PREDAXES



The moment before everything went to the Five Fires will be another in a long list of things I wish I could do over. We had to hold their attention another minute or more until help came stomping through the jungle, and my little speech about widows and orphans had stopped folks in their tracks. Well, almost all the folks. It hadn’t fazed Garza.

He pulled his own pistol, which he had to twist around to meet Kildane’s. While he was smooth on the draw, he wasn’t fast, and Kildane shot him. The round caught him in the side, where heavy patterns of bullet-resistant mesh allowed the armor to move but created a point of failure in the protection. The Zed-Six bullet punched him from his perch, where he landed among the trampled, burning vegetation. Garza held onto his side to crawl behind the RCP for cover from additional fire.

Seeing as he’d come to my rescue, I felt it was only neighborly to return the favor. I mashed the trigger, dumping volcanic bursts of twenty-mil into the space ahead of me. Kildane jumped from the path of the rounds, letting the two manechs beside Task Sergeant Heller take the hit. It splattered the androids, spraying the escaping guardsman with bits of artificial flesh and milky blue blood.

“DG-Four. Recover Pilot Garza and switch to auto-defense!” I shouted over the loudspeaker.

Garza’s Dragoon swept back into a kneel, bringing its flank into the line of fire to protect him. Snatching him from the ground, it swallowed him into the chest cavity cockpit and jumped back to its feet. DG-Four stripped a manech that climbed onto its chassis, then whirled on its rear foot to smash the thing into a trio of guardsmen pinging pistol fire off its armor. The hulking robot sent the trio tumbling through the underbrush nearly ten meters away.

“Unit Durin-Grail-Zero-Four is operating in active defense mode. Pilot Garza is on board,” his RCP called into the comms. With the machine working on its own accord, it would take prompts from the closest unit as to what it was supposed to be doing. And since I was attacking, it figured it should be doing the same. “Commencing combat operations.”

The nearest available threat was Sergeant Karwic’s RCP. While I continued to commit harassing fire into the jungle floor against men and manechs, DG-Four kicked over Sergeant Karwic’s mech, sending it toppling face-first out of the crater and breaking off the canopy armor he’d left open. Hard clacking announced the Dragoon’s rifle coming free from the mount on its back right before it vented a cyclic burst into the shuttle wreckage. The rounds punched through the armor on the engine mount, detonating it in a shower of spark-tinged debris that caught several manechs aflame and sent my former guardsmen running for any protection they could find.

I swore. “Garza, you still with me?”

“You don’t need to yell. I’m still here for the moment. We need to motor!” Garza said in a voice wracked with pain.

“Follow me!” I shouted. As I was about to knock over Kildane’s unoccupied mech, an entire squad of androids swarmed my Dragoon. As soon as they’d mounted it, they began using their considerable strength to detach couplers and cables while others with high-caliber weapons shot at the hinges on my canopy armor in a bid to dig me out.

I vaulted away from my intended goal and allowed the mech to tumble into the trees. While the Dragoons appeared blocky, they were capable of being just as agile as the pilot inside. Even though Heller had set them into combat config, the androids really weren’t taking the robot combat platforms seriously, as if their AI didn’t think much of their ability to pilot them. I never had the chance to play the simulation game like Garza had, but I did take the onboard training class, and the number one defense against a boarding action was to tumble. After my jump, I let the mech fall headfirst until it made contact with the ground. I tucked the vehicle’s feet in and let momentum roll us over.

Manechs were built tough in order to aid mankind in a variety of hostile environments. No matter how much armor they were outfitted with, they still crushed inside when tons of weaponized steel was applied on top. I heard the sickening crunch of artificial bones and the wet cough of android organs rupturing when the weight of a two-story combat machine turned the expensive synthetic life-forms into slag beneath me.

Rolling back to my feet, DG-Four attempted to ram its back against a copse of trees, only to come up empty when the android looking for a way in flashed to the other side.

“DG-Four. Anti-boarding protocol two!” I called into the net.

With pistol and now rifle fire coming in at us, I exposed the flamethrower on the mech’s arm and set my friend’s machine on fire. The manech on top lasted less than a minute before the superheated flame burst its organs and sent it sliding into the already flaming ship crater.

Running from a berm, a massive wave of kinetic violence thundered over DG-Four’s shoulder, knocking it from its feet and into a pair of trees it smashed into kindling. The machine slid to a halt and cut its own crater into the terrain. Kildane had found his mech and had just thumped my friend with its very dangerous flechette launcher.

“Garza!” I shouted.

“We’re good. Didn’t pierce the skin,” he said with his mech remaining in place to use the berm as cover against additional shots.

I rocked a burst from the rifle toward the incoming RCP and had my shot answered with a twenty-mil blast from a different direction.

Running with its cockpit armor in its off-hand like a shield, Sergeant Karwic one-hand gunned me with a salvo that ripped up my Dragoon’s shoulder armor. Warning indicators cried out we’d been shot, as if the hard pinging against the hull didn’t do that, but also noted the rounds hadn’t breached. Moving behind a tree-infused series of rocks, I laid down covering fire, freeing up DG-Four to make a run for it.

I stalled the enemy mechs with two quick bursts before I was once again tackled by androids who weren’t deterred by me crushing and burning their friends. Getting smart, they used rigging cable stolen from the shuttle wreckage to wrap my forward arm and rifle. They lashed me to the nearest tree and routed the line into the neighboring ones for extra support against the Dragoon’s monumental strength.

Unable to move, I watched in horror as a new android duo jumped on top of Garza’s back armor with an intact power cell from the ship. Planting that near the exhaust vents and setting it off was a pretty good way to crack the exterior armor and possibly even cause a catastrophic failure in the mech. Showing a bit of guile and more than a little survival instinct, Garza activated the rear thrusters, setting the duo ablaze and throwing them and their battery several meters from the RCP. They landed just as the superheated ordnance detonated and turned them both to frothy blue debris.

DG-Four got up in time to see one of my intruders activate a plasma torch. It fired its flechette launcher, sending thousands of metal darts in a tidal wave of destruction that savaged the twin androids trying to pull me from my shell. For his reaction, Sergeant Karwic punched out with a rifle burst of his own, emptying the magazine on DG-Four’s outstretched arm and shredding it into so much useless steel.

This was turning into a street brawl, and with Garza—and now his ride—too messed up to be much of a threat, it was one we would lose. Our tactic of waiting for reinforcements wasn’t panning out, so it was time for some offense.

I activated the jump boosters, sending my mech on a near-horizontal slide across the terrain. I took the android securing me with the cable along for the ride. At the end of the boost, I rolled my Dragoon, tumbling up to my feet and lashing out with the cable wrapped about my arm. The wire struck Karwic’s cockpit armor shield, tangling it and the android around the obstruction in a wet conglomeration of blue-puking wire and organs.

Inside the cockpit, Karwic flailed from the effects of the attack, which caused the slaved mech to mimic the same movements. Maneuvering around the throws of Sergeant Karwic’s mechanized spasm, I used my hold on the cable to pull him forward by the shield. Something about the insides of the android dripping into the cockpit had muddied the man’s control over the RCP, causing him to pull the shield away temporarily so he could see.

I released my hold on the cable, using the Dragoon’s arm to punch dead center of the uncovered cockpit. I didn’t have to look to see that Karwic was dead. Thousands of newtons of pressure against a soft and squishy opponent was no contest. Holding on to the corpse-occupied cockpit, I swung the RCP into Kildane’s path as he dumped a magazine of thunder-kissed projectiles into me.

The rain across the back of the dead man’s mech pinged its relentless rhythm until I heard something pop. Whatever the gunfire had ruined, it was leaking fluid on the outside of the Dragoon. I ran forward, thrusting the whole DG unit into the oncoming Sergeant Kildane. It flopped into his rush, nearly tripping him before he halted his lumbering machine. Despite Garza’s training, Kildane hadn’t been in one long enough to really grasp the tactics involved in piloting it.

I thought I had a clear shot to bound away for a better fighting position to get Garza out of there until fireteams supported by Zed-Forty-Ones opened up on me. I wasn’t too worried about the Nines or Sixes being shot my way, but the medium machine guns were hitting the armor with solid thunks that warned me someone had told them to bring the good ammo—the kind of stuff we saved for real trouble.

Dropping in place, I spent half a magazine on the fireteam. I stayed on the move to keep my Goon from being trapped in a cross fire. The guardsmen died quickly as the devastating twenty-mil rounds, meant for armored opponents, turned them into ground meat. Seeing my chance, I hit the boosters and intended to find some cover from the platoon of guardsmen cutting off our escape.

It was a very short flight.

Kildane must’ve figured his own boosters and kicked them into full burn. He jumped over the crater, landing in front of me with the next canister in his multi-purpose flechette launcher. He fired at near point-blank range, punishing my back and thrusters enough to send him three meters into the air before the retro-thrusters kicked in and shoved him back to the jungle floor.

The impact was deafening, even with hearing protection. Hitting with enough force for the thousands of darts to travel at three klicks per second, the projectiles drove my mech into the dirt, bouncing several meters into the air while ricocheting in enough directions to wound several of the guardsmen and knock down more than a fair share of nearby trees. Through the ringing in my ears, I struggled to listen to the AI’s damage report and tell me what was still online.

The flechettes had cut through the hip actuator, and even if I could get the mech back onto its feet, the most I was going to be able to do was limp. The armor surrounding the cockpit held, but if I took another hit like that, I was most likely smoked.

My radio squelched, and through the hazy static and the ringing in my ears, Garza came on the net. “Punch out of the mech. If you eject and make a run for it, I can set mine to auto-destruct. I used to do it in the game when I was losing. Great way to go out with a bang.”

“That was a terrible joke,” I said.

Risking a look at the remaining exterior feeds, I watched as fireteams formed from what was left of the guardsmen supported by manechs. They approached both of our Dragoons, looking to pull us out and do us in. I tapped my helmet’s external controls, the ones you used when you didn’t have your SIN-Link active, to bring up the stored picture of my wife and children. If I had to go out, this was the last thing I would see.

In my helmet’s speakers, I heard something akin to a whistle or whispering that pulled my attention. The feeds showed Kildane and the newly arrived troops facing into the jungle. Between my heavy breathing and the thought that each breath might be my last, I struggled to make out anything coherent. Troopers in the feed fanned out.

As my mind raced to figure out what was happening, the trees behind us exploded, coughing out another Dragoon bent on velocity-based mayhem. It bounded once, then took off into the canopy, disappearing from visual and ASAG sensors. Breaking through the trees several hundred meters away, it sent a firing arc at the very edge of where the Lenzaab guardsmen were positioned. I almost believed the incoming pilot missed until I felt the cockpit shudder under me.

Scanning the exterior cameras, the one thing I didn’t expect to see coming at us next was a stampede.


CHAPTER 24

MALIK



Tracing fire across the guardsmen’s flank was enough to hem them back into the crater. Now I’d have a captive audience for my next trick. Less of a trick and more sleight of hand, really. Despite the abject firepower I had riding in Deejee, I was just the bait.

From the opposite side of the crater, five hulking beasts with armored heads and ram horns blasted from the tree line in a frantic flight away from the most terrifying thing on the planet: a Bantam full of Marines laying on the horn.

I boosted the thrusters, sending Deejee on a slide along the enemy’s flank, which put me in a much better position not to be trampled. Dropping next to a grouping of boulders dredged up by the ship tilling the soil during its crash, I put two five-round bursts across the expanse into Kildane’s mech. The rounds ricocheted off his armor until a few on the last burst cut through, bursting a cooling line and sending vapor spraying in all directions as the uncontrolled hose flopped about.

The amateur pilot turned away from my riflery, directly into the path of the charging animals. The first struck him in the hip, knocking his mech’s leg almost completely backward as the creature pushed its way through. Its next strike against the bothersome robot vehicle was to hip-check it over the side of the crater. Kildane rolled across the ground until the trees at the crater’s edge stopped his momentum.

Seeing as one of the bulls, for whatever species this was, had concerned itself with the last standing mech, the rest of the animals decided to run along the crater, trampling over everything smaller than them. Several manechs tried to fulfill their functions to safeguard Lenzaab agents. They were crushed just as easily as the guardsmen too stupid to get out of the way. Those that chose the crashed shuttle for protection regretted it a moment later when another titanic creature slammed into it, crushing the people hiding there.

Running behind the herd, a Bantam driven by Calvo surged with its creaky-sounding horn blaring to scare the animals. With the armored beasts now going where he wanted them to, Calvo gave the word, and those on triggers inside the truck went to work slapping grays with outgoing fire from their XD-14s. Standing tall in the gunners rig, Lieutenant Volina chewed through belts of ammunition in the XMR, the Colonial medium machine gun. Heavy depleted radimax rounds, meant to punch holes through armor, savaged the men and manechs looking to win the day for the Lenzaab Collective.

When the few remaining enemies angled to return fire at the gun truck, Calvo turned back into the forest, cutting off their line of sight and rendering their counterattack useless.

In the wake of the guardsmen chasing the escaping truck with overwhelming volumes of fire, they missed the creeping death moving ever closer from a jungle bent on killing anything not born on Faebos. Kuchec slithered around burning trees to kneel with her traditional bow held out. She rubbed an arrowhead against a stone, and the entire affair caught fire.

I’m not gonna lie. Even though I was riding in a multiton mech surrounded with state-of-the-art combat gear, the lady with the shiny clothes lighting her arrow on fire was still kind of impressive, just for the sheer artistry of it. She loosed the shaft, disappearing behind the trees as the guardsman took note of the fiery dart and tried to punish her for looking better at this than they were.

The phosphorescent arrow sparked across the battle space, its ultra luminescence competing with the sunlight easily streaming through the ship-forged scar on the jungle. It struck a point in the middle of the remaining combatants, sending more than a few scurrying for a new fighting position.

Using the fire display as a distraction, I jumped from my spot in the jungle to continue my assault on the remaining mech. Three short hops, and I was nearly on Kildane’s Goon. But he got it back to its feet and used the jump jets to create some distance. None of his men dying at native hands even crossed his mind if it would buy him another breath, another chance to escape the nightmare that was Faebos and see his wife and kids again.

I put a burst into a tree beside him, obliterating the plant and showering his mech with flack from the exploding trunk. He switched direction from the withering fire and met the end of his run by tangling the Dragoon’s feet into a series of vines. Hidden in a copse of trees, Olyrii men held to a vine-woven line strong enough to topple a Dragoon Robot Combat Platform. It plowed into the soil, sending gouts of earth flinging all about.

I ran Deejee for all he was worth, pumping round after round of the twenty-mil into the machine’s back plate. I followed up with a rocket-assisted leap to put me over him when I fired the flechette launcher into his back. The hyper-velocity darts tore through the machine’s structure, severing its connection to the legs.

Out from among the Olyrii, Lassara ran toward the downed mech, using the strength-enhancing FANG armor to mount its back. He punched into the hull to make it clang loud enough for Kildane to hear through the shrieking ring that must be going through the man’s ears.

“Listen up!” Lassara shouted. “I have a thermax grenade which I’m going to shove into the jump vents to cook you alive if you don’t come out!”

There was almost no hesitation when the canopy locks disengaged. Kildane climbed from the wreckage of his machine, wobbling from being so knocked around until Lassara took hold of him to guide him back to the crash site.

Once we had control, we huddled the eight remaining guardsmen while Sigmar-One-Four-One, who’d ridden in Calvo’s truck, reprogrammed the two remaining manechs. Kuchec and her honor guard stood over the humans until the androids we brought took control. Any manech not on security was put to work salvaging anything that made it through the crash, multiple explosions, and all the gunfire.

I climbed down from the mech, hurrying to Predaxes, who was jammed in his ruined rig. Freeing him from the cockpit, I noted the man was in surprisingly good shape for having been shot with a flechette launcher at point-blank range. He dropped onto the mech’s leg as a seat and removed his helmet to wipe the sweat from his skull. He was there less than a minute when he stood to accept Garza’s hand.

“You look like all Five Fires,” Predaxes said.

“That’s because our boys here took their sweet ass time in getting here,” Garza quipped, pointing to Calvo and me.

For all his ferocity and combat prowess, Calvo knelt before the lieutenant commander to gently attend to his wounds. “That’s quite a leak you have there, sir. Let’s get Sig to look at it.”

“Thanks, but no thanks. It only grazed me. I’m good,” Garza said. Looking to Predaxes, he said, “I’ll be right back. Family business.”

Garza stood, nearly collapsing under the effort before righting himself against Predaxes’s fallen mech. Several steps, and he was in front of Kuchec. “Madame, if you don’t mind, I’d like to speak with that man.”

“A man looking as you do has only one purpose when he comes forth as you have. Is this who you truly want to be in the eyes of your god?” she asked.

“Sir, you’re looking a little pale,” Volina interrupted. “Please let Sigmar-One-Four-One look at you. They’ll be plenty of time to talk to this slag.”

Garza took note of the various people urging him to a different course and continued his own way, regardless. He stepped past the Olyrii, and with the exception of Kuchec, each of the honor guards dropped to their knees when he passed them. Their harsh tribal voices softened, offering prayers for the man as he settled in front of Task Sergeant Kildane.

I walked up beside him for no reason other than to keep him steady during whatever he was planning next. Garza hovered silently over the man who shot him, wearing a glare that spoke of hate and regret.

After a moment, he turned to me and asked, “What would you do?”

Now there’s one I didn’t expect from him. I answered as truthfully as I was able. “This man is gonna do whatever it takes to return to his family, including screwing over anyone who keeps him from the task. Do I understand it? Maybe. Would I let an infection like that fester to spread to the rest of my men?” I shook my head.

Garza nodded at my assessment. He drew his pistol and handed it to me, grip first. “Are you really a Lenzaab agent?”

“Agent of the people,” I responded.

“That’s exactly what an agent would say.” Garza laughed. He dropped in front of Kildane, sneering at the man’s contempt.

“I’m ready. Get it over with it, traitor,” Kildane said.

Garza hit him in the face with everything he had. The exoskeletal strength added to his own in a wet, slapping punch that broke the task sergeant’s nose and sent his bleeding mug into the jungle floor. Garza fell on him, raining blow after blow. The kid’s face looked like pulped fruit. When Garza was satisfied, he reached for me to help him back up. His gaze never left Kildane, though. “I bet you didn’t expect that, punk?”

He gestured for me to assist him back to Predaxes, and in the few short steps I’d let him lean on me, I could tell from the fresh blood and his pallor that he didn’t have long. “Sig is carrying an aid bag with enough stuff to keep you on this side of the afterlife. Why don’t you let the android do his thing?”

Two sharp inhales prefaced the man speaking as if he couldn’t get his lungs to fully cooperate with what he wanted to say. “We both know what comes next. Just bring me over to my buddy, would you?”

Once the two were together, I wandered back to Kuchec, who’d been entertaining Calvo and his people.

“You give the two brothers time to say goodbyes. Maybe you’re not such a heathen as we thought,” Kuchec said.

“Oh, he’s still a heathen,” Calvo joked.

The small circle laughed a bit until Kuchec cocked her head as though listening to the forest in that way the Olyrii did. “How is it that even among those who were that man’s enemies, there is sadness, and from you, I feel envy.”

“Envy?” Volina said. She wiped her face clean of her tears and said, “Why would our strange new inmate be jealous of our crusty old XO?”

I watched as Garza’s head slumped against his friend, and Predaxes held him as though the two of them were just taking a break from the jungle and enjoying the afternoon sun. His eyes were moist, but he didn’t cry as his friend passed into the great interconnected afterlife all the various religions I’d come across constantly proselytized. Behind me, Volina stood to attention and rendered a hand salute. One by one, the members of the SHU Crew snapped to as well. Finally, the commander himself joined them in the only thing they had to give Garza on his ride to the next life. Their respect. When the commander looked up, I nodded my approval since the time had long passed for me to render hand salutes.

“So, why jealous?” Volina asked.

When I turned to look at her, she wasn’t mocking me. She was genuinely curious. “At the end, he knew what it really meant to serve. We should all be so lucky.”
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It felt good to stand out in the sun with no armor on. Of course, that didn’t mean I was totally safe when the power loader honked its squeaky little horn to get me to move. The twin forks on this heavy-wheeled version made the vehicle appear as a giant two-horned beetle skittering across the base under a load of rickety shipping containers. I backed up at its approach, giving it free rein to move past me and keeping well out of its shadow so I could continue to enjoy the sun.

“Looking good in those shorts, Commander,” Nora said.

As Calvo’s top Marine, it only made sense that she’d been around long enough to use all sorts of gear, seeing deployments often required the forces to handle their own loadout. Logistics management, heavy equipment, personnel administration, and even medicine were all aspects of a soldier’s life that saw little to no love in the many media sources that paid them tribute. While not as exciting as being on the handling side of a rifle, it was just as important to them, as evidenced by how the Marine NCO worked the machine.

The heavy slams and the sound of engine tests blinded me to Malik standing beside me. “Spirits, son. You scared me.”

“I get that a lot,” Malik said, eyeing me up and down at the sight of me in my physical training uniform. “How was the run?”

“Feels good to stretch my legs. You?”

He pointed behind him where a Bantam was parking beside others in a row. The bloody carcass of a fur-lined, deer-looking creature covered the hood, tied down by a series of cords keeping it centered.

“Breakfast,” he said. “Good enough excuse as any to get some exercise and teach my friend how to drive.”

Kuchec extracted herself from the vehicle, snarling in contempt as she did so. She lumbered to us, rubbing the knees on her lengthy legs with a grimace that told us what she thought of the experience.

“I can see the utility of it,” she commented, “but its design shows a lack of forethought in its construction.”

“How’s that?” I chuckled.

“There was no thought to anyone other than a human driving it,” she said.

The smile creeping across my face warmed me as well as the sun had just done. I liked feeling something other than dread for once on this rock.

“Speaking of that,” I said, “we are set to return the next load of materials to Station Twelve. You and some of your people are welcome to come if you like?”

“The ryzhann take us as high as the great Yuoku wills. Today, I drove your truck machine. Maybe tomorrow I will fly in your sky box. And the day after that, I might take you up on your kind offer, Commander. But this day, I will feel the grass between my toes and the spray of water over my face when I pass through the jungle. Someone must remain to keep the jungle from swallowing you whole,” she offered with a flourish. “I shall have this cleaned and dressed. We will eat before you leave.”

We watched as she took leave of us, removing the carcass without care for the blood and mire raining over the glorious silks she wore.

“She’s amazing,” I said, more to myself than him.

He nodded his agreement, flaring his hands to see the blood staining his orange jumpsuit. “That she is. You going to put on something decent before we hop out of here?”

“No. My people must learn to accept the new dress code,” I joked. “Speaking of which, when are Lassara’s folks going to set down on planet to start making the base feel more lived in?”

“They’re still making repairs to their ship from the station attack. Once that’s set, the rest of them will come down. Though, from what his top-dog on the ship is saying, they’re really enjoying the Colonial mining colony up there.”

“They have a moon base?” I asked, almost as shocked as I was excited to hear it.

“Yeah, except they don’t get to walk around in the sun, mostly naked or covered in animal guts. I’ll catch you in a few hours,” Malik said.

Before escaping completely, I turned to him and asked, “Hey, there’s just something I’ve gotta know.”

“Sir?”

“Who are you, Mr. Malik?”

He held his place for a moment, eventually greeting me with a smile of his own. “Commander, I’m what you’re friend Garza called me. I’m an agent of the people.”

“But what does that mean?” I asked.

He backed away, motioning me to follow as Nora’s loader ambled with empty forks on her machine. He waved as she passed. When he was reasonably confident we wouldn’t be flattened, he said, “In the Colonies, there’s a type of amphibian. It has a contact poison that makes your touch go numb. Makes you just as vulnerable to predators as the frog is to you. The Lenzaab scooped up all these Colonies in the annexation and never once stopped to see why they couldn’t feel their fingers anymore. Colonials forced to become Lenzaab have slipped through numb fingers into politics, poisoning your people with their ideas from the inside. As a result, things are changing. My job is to help that change do the most good.”

“For the people,” I echoed.

“No sir. For the frogs,” he quipped on his exit, adding a wink for a touch of mischief.
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Our final meal with our friends, the Olyrii, before departure was terrific as always. Although the food lacked the intense spices and flavoring favored by our people, the simple fare was always savory in a way that made little seem like an abundance. We wished our friends goodbye, and with my armor on, we’d trucked out to the shuttle for our departure.

I’d loaded Garza’s body along with us. He’d always desired his send-off from this world to be amongst the stars, and I would grant him that wish.

“APPA,” I said, taking my seat in the cockpit. “Prepare us for return to PS-12.”
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On our last day of the trip, we were in sight of the station when the radio squelched. “Shuttle Asedo-Falco-Three, this is PS-12 Station Control, over.”

I glanced over at Malik in the copilot’s seat.

“We read you, Control. Everything okay on your end?” Malik asked.

“We’re not sure, Three. We have strange readings coming out of the NFZ suggestive of transmissions.”

Malik tapped the comms to mute the microphone. “NFZ?”

“No-fly zone. Where the wormhole used to be.” A sense of excitement flooded me, thinking I might’ve been wrong. Visions of my wife and children filled my head.

“Sir? Malik said, bringing me back to the present.

“I was never sure whether it was going to be closed forever, but it was safe to mark it a no-go area in case it did come back while someone was moving through it.” I flipped my radio on. “Control, this is Three. We’re almost set for docking procedures. As soon as we’re aboard⁠—”

I never got to finish as the control center broke into the broadcast. “Sir! Power buildup in NFZ. Event horizon imminent!”

Malik whirled the shuttle away from the empty space ahead of us, choosing to put us between the NFZ and the station. The void before us shimmered, making the stars seem drunk in our field of view. The wavering image condensed until a brilliant corona hovered in the space where the original wormhole used to be. A halo of shimmering ribbon solidified amongst the stars, with the space at its center devoid of them completely.

The prow of a ship crested from the wormhole, its bulbous front leering through the aperture like the rhino-bear on Faebos poking its nose through the ferns. Eventually, the ship—equal in size to the station itself—birthed from the halo followed by four lengthy angular ships roughly half its length.”

“Are those… Colonial ships?” I whispered, hopefully loud enough for Malik to hear.

“Not even close,” he said slowly.

It was a ship design I’d never seen before. Though they resembled Collective ships in the most rudimentary of ways, I noticed the explicit lack of reflection on the hull. Despite glaring lights from PS-12 and even the sun, the ship didn’t echo any of it.

“It looks like the ships are…”

“Alive?” Malik finished.

“Organic, at the least.”

Malik swore. Then he looked behind him. “Hey, Kildane! Got good news and bad news. The good news is the wormhole is open again.”

For the first time during the three-day trip, the beaten, handcuffed NCO looked up from his feet. “We might be able to go home?”

“That’s the bad news,” I said. “From what I can see, home is a long way off.”
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The story continues in Rogue Stars: Divine Intervention!

The Visitors have arrived…

To everyone’s surprise, the wormhole has reopened—albeit temporarily. What comes through, no one could have predicted.

A people with a mysterious past, with names no one truly understands, have decided to make Faebos their home.

Predaxes and Malik, working together, must keep peace while determining whether or not these new arrivals are the friends they claim to be, or the worst foes they’d ever encountered. With a man claiming to be the Prime Minister of Lenzaab among them, will this be salvation for the former residents of Purgatory, or yet another battle waiting to happen?

With the help of friends old and new, the fate of Faebos and the native Olyrii hangs precariously in the balance

Experience the thrilling second installment of Rogue Stars, a brand new Military Space Opera series by #1 Audible and Washington Post bestseller Jaime Castle, creator of the Black Badge series. Perfect for fans of David Weber, Larry Correia, JN Chaney, and Rick Partlow.


THANK YOU FOR READING PURGATORY!


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: PURGATORY 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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Or are you looking for more great science fiction?
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We aren't alone. The enemies are already here... beneath our feet. Beneath the surface a war rages between the surviving demons still inhabiting the Earth and those few, the initiated, who fight to keep it buried deep where it belongs in the darkest shadows. Troy Odell was doing what he did best, taking the fight to the enemies of the free world. No two missions were ever the same, but he never expected his world to turn so violently upside down as it did. The only surviving member of his team of US Marine Raiders, he finds himself drawn into that secret battle. Adapting to his new reality, Odell must find his place in that new world and come to terms with not only the truth about the world but where he fits in it. Fighting enemies he though only existed in movies, Odell soon learns that his side of that secret war is vastly unprepared for what is to come.




Get Enemy Below now!
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It's time to return to the Fleet to fight for humanity once more, this time in a human body. Ever since her creation, Light Seeker fought for humanity as a battleship, facing enemy forces that sought to carve out as much human space as they could get away with. She had taken part in hundreds of battles, seen millions die, served under four captains until she lost it all. Stripped of weapons and with most of her memories restricted, Light Seeker retired into a human body, keeping her promise to a captain she almost lost. Decades later, she’s back in the Fleet as a cadet and ready to join the fight. Only this time, she has more than her crew to protect. Don't miss the start of this unique take on Military Sci-Fi in the vein of Ancillary Justice, The Murderbot Chronicles, and Battleship Leviathan! A ship turned human? What could go wrong.




Get Stars’ Call Now!
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For all science fiction books from Aethon Books, visit our website.

Or scan below!

[image: ]



[image: ]



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

The Buried Goddess Saga (Epic Fantasy)

Web of Eyes

Winds of War

Will of Fire

Way of Gods

War of Men

Word of Truth

Dragonblood Assassin (Epic Fantasy)

Black Talon

Red Claw

Silver Spines

Golden Flames

Black Badge (Western Fantasy)

Dead Acre

Cold As Hell

Vein Pursuits

Ace in the Hole

Jeff the Game Master (Fantasy LitRPG)

Manufacturing Magic

Manipulating Magic

Mastering Magic

(Science Fiction)

The Luna Missile Crisis

This Long Vigil

Raptors (Superheroes)

Sidekick

Superteam

Scions

Baron Steele

Mega-Mech Apocalypse

Harrier (Superheroes)

Justice

The Trench

Invasion

Rogue Stars (Military Space Opera)

Purgatory

Divine Intervention

Reclamation

Find out more at www.jaimecastle.com

https://www.facebook.com/authorjaimecastle
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