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Chapter 1

I woke with a jolt—and that hurt. Everything hurt.

My eyes creaked open, and I was immediately blinded by harsh white light. I blinked hard, trying to get my bearings. I was in some kind of isolation chamber, naked except for a flimsy gown.

There was a bandage on my abdomen, and my fingers came away bloodied when I poked at it. That wasn’t right…

Then I heard a funny sound. Was that a scream?

Fragmented memories started coming back. Playing as on-site lab security, I’d been called to Lab 12, investigating reports of an escape. Why did it always suck to be the first responder?

What in the hell had escaped? Something that wasn’t supposed to be there in the first frigging place, that’s what. They’d called it a “novel alien threat.” That usually passed the censors when it was time to fill out the damage reports.

In Lab 12, I’d been ambushed by some fucking bug. I’d never seen the species before. Next thing I knew, I woke up here.

One of those things must have laid an egg in my guts. The doctors would have called it some kind of parasite—but I knew an egg when I saw one. Or rather, when I felt that hard lump under my skin.

I forced myself to sit up. That wasn’t a happy time for Dane Tanner, I promise you that. My head spun. I held still, gripping the edge of the bed with fists like two clamps until the world stopped moving.

That’s about when I noticed the door to the isolation chamber was ajar. That was wrong—on several levels. I figured it had to be propped open… defeating the whole purpose of “isolation.”

I eased myself off the bed, legs unsteady. I opened a creaky locker with some of my things in it, making enough hinge-groaning racket to wake the dead. Why was it so damned quiet? Everybody couldn’t be gone—could they?

A uniform was hung in the closet. I dragged it on. The fabric was ripped up and stiff with dried blood.

The lab outside was a wreck—overturned tables, smashed-up science shit, splatters of blood. No sign of the doctors or nurses who had been swarming around me before I went under.

Something bad had happened while I slept. I didn’t have to be a detective to figure that out.

The scientists were gone, too. Either dead or taken away… But taken by who? Government staffers? That was doubtful. It was probably the things that had put that parasite in me.

My brain was clearing, and I now had a serious thought: I needed a weapon, and I needed it yesterday.

I staggered through the carnage, searching for anything I could use to defend myself. I yanked open cabinets and swept aside broken glass.

Finally, in an overturned surgery cart, I found a laser scalpel. I hefted it in my fist. Better than nothing.

The molecular printer hummed as I ran it over the angry red gash in my stomach. At least one piece of equipment in this place still worked. I winced as the beam knitted my skin back together. The sensation was like having a hundred fire ants march across your guts. But I’d take the pain over bleeding out any day.

I set the printer wand down, examining the fresh pink scar. It would have to do. I didn’t have time for anything pretty. Not with the sounds I was hearing outside the operating room door.

Shuffling footsteps. Clicks that didn’t sound human. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. I knew those sounds. I’d heard that kind of weird shit before, on a dozen worlds. Most aliens looked like bugs to me. The kind of creatures that saw humans as nothing more than meat.

I wondered why that was… but I didn’t wonder for long.

Instead of daydreaming, I gripped the laser scalpel tighter. The noises were getting closer, so I positioned myself against the wall by the door, trying to control my breathing. In...out. In...out. Staying cool was half the battle in a situation like this. People who freaked out and pissed themselves died fast.

Questions hammered in my skull as I waited. How long had I been out? Were there any survivors? What the hell had the doctors pulled out of my guts?

I shook my head. I could worry about that later. Right now, I needed to stay alive and get out of the Complex.

That’s what they called this place, anyway. That was the official name, “The Complex.” Maybe it sounded nice on government spreadsheets. It certainly didn’t sound like a vast, half-illegal installation dedicated to making a buck out of alien genetics.

This place was big, too. I’d never even seen half of it. I used to be Special Forces, but now worked as a frontline security guy with a beat to walk. A very unusual government project assignment. Lab 11, Lab 12 and, you guessed it, the imaginatively named Lab 13 were my responsibility.

You would have thought that thirteen would have been my lucky number, the one where I got my guts chewed into—but nope. It was Lab 12 that had screwed me. Go figure.

The funny footsteps stopped outside the door. I held my breath. A bead of sweat trickled down my forehead.

This might be it. It had to prepare to fight or die. The story of my life.

I adjusted my grip on the laser scalpel, thumb hovering over the activation button. The door creaked open. I tensed myself, ready to spring.

A figure stumbled through the doorway, and I lunged, thumbing the scalpel to life. It flashed bright and hot.

A shriek pierced my ears, and I pulled back at the last second.

It wasn’t one of those things at all. It was a woman—young and good-looking—wearing a tattered nurse’s uniform. She stared at me with wide, terrified eyes.

“Please, don’t hurt me!” She threw up her hands, cringing away.

I lowered the scalpel slowly. I recognized her now. Nurse Lazar. Tina, I think her name was. She’d been there when they put me under.

“Tina, you’re okay…” I kept my voice low since there was no telling what else might be creeping around.

She looked at me without recognition. I was a little bit offended, we’d talked a few times. Sure, I was just the security guy, but—never mind. Maybe she was too freaked out. In shock, or whatever.

Tina had tears streaking her face. “I... I hid. When they came… The doctors, some ran off. But others...” A sob choked off her words.

I stepped closer, scanning her for injuries. She seemed okay. Shaken up, but in one piece. Lucky.

“What are they?” I asked her. I needed some intel, and she was the only source I had.

“I don’t know. One minute everything was normal, you know, but the next...” She squeezed her eyes shut for a second before continuing. “They were everywhere. Killing everyone. I ran. I thought...”

Her eyes darted to the scalpel, still humming in my hand. She looked like a cornered rabbit. I thumbed the laser off and tucked it in my pocket. I didn’t need her freaking out any more than she already was.

“Okay. You’re okay, now,” I said, hoping to sound reassuring. Comforting scared women wasn’t exactly my strong point. Give me a firefight any day.

I moved past her, out into the hallway. The lights flickered, casting weird shadows. Smears of blood painted the walls. I grimaced. This just kept getting better.

“Is there anyone else? Any other survivors?” I glanced back at Tina.

She shook her head numbly. “I don’t think so. They’re all...” A whimper escaped her.

Great, it looked like it was just the two of us. I rubbed a hand over my face. My stubble rasped against my palm as I wondered again, how long I’d been out.

“Right. Okay. We need to get out of here. Find help.”

I started down the hall, senses straining for any hint of movement. I could hear Tina behind me, her breath coming in hitches and starts. I didn’t blame her. This was the stuff of nightmares.

Something caught my eye as we passed the medical staff room. I held up a fist, signaling for Tina to stop. She bumped into my back, yelping. I shot her a look, and she clapped a hand over her mouth.

I eased the door open, scalpel at the ready. The room was dark with emergency lights casting a splotchy red glow. Shadows pooled in the corners. I swept my gaze over the scattered furniture, the overturned lockers. And then I saw it.

In the center of the room, suspended from the ceiling by glistening strands, was a cocoon. Inside I could see a figure was trapped, silhouetted by the fluttering lights.

My gut churned. What the hell was this? Some kind of nest? A breeding ground for alien creatures?

I approached cautiously, scalpel held high. The figure in the cocoon wasn’t moving. Was it dead? Or maybe one of those things waiting to spring out?

I reached out and touched the webbing. It was sticky, elastic. I grimaced in disgust, but I couldn’t just leave whoever was in there. What if they were still alive?

I set to work, the scalpel flashing as I cut through the strands. They sizzled and snapped, falling away in clumps. A stench like that of melted plastic filled my nose.

Finally, I had cut a slit big enough to haul the figure out. I reached in, grabbed an arm, and pulled. The cocoon gave way with a wet tearing sound, and the figure slumped into my arms.

Her eyelids fluttered. She moaned softly. It was a woman—but not just any woman. It was Tina. The real Tina. Her face was pale, her uniform shredded, but she was breathing. I lowered her gently to the floor.

I glanced over my shoulder at the other Tina, the one who had followed me. She stood in the doorway, eyes black pits in the shadows.

Understanding crashed over me in an icy wave. It had been waiting for the perfect moment to strike. The scientists called this kind of freak a doppelganger—whatever the hell that was.

I surged to my feet, scalpel crackling to life. Not today, you tricky bastard.

The fake Tina’s face split into twin rows of needle-like teeth. These glinted in the emergency lights. I snarled a curse. A goddamn alien trick—I should have known. I lunged, scalpel flashing.

The creature was fast, but I was faster. Laser met flesh and sizzled. It screeched, an inhuman sound that made my skin crawl. Black blood sprayed the walls.

I hacked and slashed, with all my rage and disgust fueling my swings. This thing had worn Tina’s face, used her to get close to me. Fury boiled in my veins, and it didn’t die easy.

Tina—the real Tina from the cocoon—whimpered behind me. I spared her a glance. She was struggling to sit up, eyes wide with horror. I turned back to the creature, lip curled. I wouldn’t let it near us again.

The thing took a swipe at me, claws extended. I ducked, felt the wind of its passing. I jabbed the scalpel up, into its throat. Finally, a soft spot. It gurgled, black blood bubbling. I yanked the blade free and swung again. And again.

Finally, it lay still. I stood over it, chest heaving. The scalpel dripped in my hand. Damn, these things were tough. I had to get Tina the hell out of here before more showed up.

I went to her, and I crouched down.

Her uniform was in tatters. She cringed away, arms coming up to cover herself. Her breasts were out there and singing, but I only looked for a second. I didn’t want to seem like a pervert. Hell, her pants were missing, too. Maybe these aliens liked to get down to the skin to copy a person.

“Hey, easy. It’s me.” I kept my tone soothing. I got the feeling I’d freaked her out a little by going gonzo on her twin.

Tina blinked at me, slowly lowering her arms. “Mr. Tanner? Is it...is it really you?”

“Yeah, it’s really me.”

I held out a hand. She thought about it for a few seconds. Then, she took it. Her fingers trembled against mine.

I pulled her to her feet. She swayed, legs buckling. I caught her, throwing her arm over my shoulders. She sagged against me, weak as a kitten.

“I’ve got you. Come on, let’s get you out of here.”

I half-carried her out of the room, down the flickering hallway. She was light up against me, barely a burden at all. I needed to find her some clothes. And a place to hole up until I could figure out our next move.

A supply closet caught my eye. I shouldered it open and eased Tina down to sit on an overturned mop bucket. She huddled there, shivering. I shrugged out of my jacket and draped it over her shoulders. It engulfed her, but at least it was something.

I crouched in front of her, hands on my knees. She met my gaze, a spark of her old self surfacing. “Tanner, what...what’s happening? That thing looked like me...”

“I don’t know. But I’m going to find out. I’m going to keep you safe. I promise.”


Chapter 2

I found a white lab outfit for Tina. It was better than my jacket. After the quickest of glances, I turned away while she changed, covering up that gorgeous, tanned ass.

When she was ready, I took her hand, and we crept down the hallway.

The building was too damn quiet. The back of my neck prickled with seasoned anticipation. I kept expecting one of those alien bastards to come scuttling out of the shadows. But we reached the containment module without incident.

I shouldered open the door, laser scalpel at the ready. The room was filled with alien plants, slowly undulating in their glass tanks. Bioluminescent flowers cast a shimmering glow. I didn’t like it, but it was better than the hallway.

“We can hide in here for now,” I said. “We need to catch our breath and figure out a plan.”

Tina nodded. She looked pale and scared shitless in the strange light. I found a spot against the wall and eased us down to sit. The plants loomed over us, leaves rustling.

“What are these plants doing here?” Tina asked.

“It wasn’t just the animal types that got out, I guess,” I said. “Just ignore them—but don’t touch anything, in case they’re poisonous…”

She scooted her butt up next to mine. I was too keyed up to enjoy it properly, but it did feel nice.

I’d thought of asking Tina out for a date over the last month or two, but I hadn’t wanted to get fired. You weren’t supposed to date coworkers at the Complex, and my supervisor already hated me. Right now, though, I was thinking it might have been worth it.

“Dane...” Tina’s voice was barely a whisper. She was staring at some of the plants, the ones that rustled in the corner. “I think there’s something in the storage closet. In the back. I heard it earlier, when they had me.”

“What closet?”

“Behind that plant.”

I followed her gaze. Sure as shit, there was a plain metal door at the far end of the room behind one of these jungle vines. Even as I watched, it shuddered, and a hollow boom echoed through the room as something slammed against the other side of it.

Once. Twice. The walls shook, and gritty dust fell from around the door’s frame.

Damn, how did it know we’d spotted it? Were the plants playing lookout? I hated alien life—you couldn’t know what it was going to pull next.

One of the plant tanks cracked, and viscous fluids leaked out.

“Time to go,” I said. I hauled Tina to her feet, and we ran for the exit.

Behind us, metal shrieked as it tore apart. I risked a glance back. The door had buckled inward, ripped half off its hinges. A dark shape oozed through the gap, all writhing tentacles and glistening skin.

“Move!” I shoved Tina through the door. She stumbled but kept on her feet. We raced down the hallway.

Wet, squelching footsteps sounded behind us. Gaining fast. I didn’t look back. I didn’t want to see what was chasing us.

We rounded a corner. Tina skidded and almost went down, but I caught her and hauled her back up. I could feel my heart pounding with the adrenaline. That thing was right behind us. I could hear it, feel it. A wave of cold, alien horror, reaching out to swallow us whole. Well, fuck you alien monstrosity. I wasn’t about to be eaten without a fight.

I slammed into the emergency exit door. It shook, but it wouldn’t budge. Sealed and probably barricaded from the outside was my guess. Damned lockdown protocols... We were trapped in this hellhole.

I grabbed Tina’s hand again. “Come on, we gotta find another way.”

We ducked into a side room, looking for a place to hide.

That was a big mistake. The room was filled with bodies. Dead staff members, torn apart. Blood everywhere. The metallic stench hit me in the nose.

Tina let out a choked sob. I pulled her close.

“Don’t look,” I told her, but it was too late for that.

Something skittered in the hallway outside. I reflexively raised my laser scalpel. A spidery shape darted past the doorway. One of the aliens. Damn, this was a quick one!

I pushed Tina behind me and kicked the door shut. We needed a barricade. I grabbed a metal shelf, ignoring the bits of viscera clinging to it, and shoved it against the door.

Tina snapped out of her daze and added her weight to mine. We pushed until the door was fully blocked.

For a moment, everything was nice and quiet. Then a heavy thud sounded against the door. The metal dented inward.

Thud… Thud... The thing was trying to break through.

“Get back,” I told Tina.

I let go and stepped back. With nothing pushing against it, the door burst open in a shower of twisted metal.

A nightmare creature skittered into the room, a mess of too many legs and glistening fangs. It lunged at me.

I dodged to the side and lashed out with the laser scalpel. The blade missed, but the beam sliced through chitin and flesh. The thing let out an ungodly shriek.

Pressing my advantage, I came in like a buzzsaw, hacking and slashing. Gore splattered the walls. Finally, the creature collapsed in a twitching heap.

I stood over it, breathing hard. Tina stared at me with wide eyes. I probably looked like a demented serial killer, covered in alien blood. I didn’t care. We were alive.

Skittering sounds echoed from the hallway. More of them. Coming this way.

“We need to hide someplace else. Now.”

Tina was no use. She was out of ideas and ready to piss her pants. I pulled her into another supply closet and shut the door behind us. We crouched in the darkness, hardly daring to breathe, as the sounds of the alien horde drew closer.

We crouched in that closet for several minutes. There were sounds of eating outside—feasting. I guess the bodies had distracted the monsters. That made me think I’d been a moron from the start. Where do you NOT hide from predators? Why, in a room full of meat, that’s where. The blood-stink was drawing them from all over the Complex.

Tina pressed up against me. She covered her ears and messed up her hair with her cupped hands. Her hair smelled like smoke and blood. I tried not to think about how good she felt, all trembly and pushed up against me. This was no time to get distracted.

“We need to call a tactical team,” I whispered. “Is your implant working?”

Tina shook her head. “No implants work down here. Against the rules. You’re security—you know that.”

“Yeah… but I was hoping what with the power outage and the total meltdown, they might slacken the rules, you know?”

Tina gave me a trembling smile. “Never. Not in the Complex.”

I nodded grimly. We were expendable—the whole lab was, in a way. If we fucked up down here, well, we could damn well fry. They’d probably bury the whole place and let us suffocate down here rather than let all these experiments loose on Earth.

Tina must be having similar thoughts. She slumped against me. I patted her shoulder, aiming for tender and affirming.

Hours passed. We listened to things howl and scrabble. Over time, it seemed like they’d left the area—but I didn’t open that frigging door. I was going to wait until we were driven out by thirst.

Someone had to come—didn’t they?

Suddenly, footsteps echoed in the hallway outside. Heavy boots, not the skittering of alien feet. I raised my laser scalpel, since experience told me not to assume happy things. It could be a doppelganger-type again after all.

The footsteps stopped outside the door. I held my breath. This was it. They’d found us.

The door flew open. I lunged forward, tackling the figure to the floor. We grappled on the blood-slicked tiles. I brought the scalpel down, aiming for the throat.

“Dane, no!” Tina’s scream pierced through the red haze. “He’s human!”

I squinted, staring down at the man pinned beneath me. He was wearing a uniform. Definitely not an alien.

I let him up slowly, keeping my scalpel ready. The soldier eyed me warily, rubbing his neck.

“Tactical team,” he said. “2nd Squad. Corporal Bennings.”

I nodded. “Security, Labs 11 to 13.”

“So, twelve is yours, huh? That’s the one that went bad.”

I nodded again. I was still watching the guy. Seeing if he went all twitchy. So far, I hadn’t given him my name. He should know it. That was part of the briefing before you went into a shitstorm like this one.

But doppelgangers didn’t know shit about anything. They just faked it.

“You Dane Tanner?” he asked at last.

“Yeah…”

“We’ve secured the floor. Killed the last of those... things. You’re safe now.”

Safe. The word seemed almost foreign. I’d been running on adrenaline and instinct for so long, I’d forgotten what safe felt like.

I helped Tina stumble out of the closet. Bennings looked at her, then back at me.

“You kept somebody alive besides yourself, huh? That’s pretty good, Tanner.”

At first, I wasn’t sure if he was being a dick or not—then he laughed. Yeah, he was a dick.

Sure, a lot of people had died. Most of that had happened while I was having surgery or recovering afterward. I didn’t think that was funny.

Tactical Squad boys thought they crapped ice cream. They figured I was just a flat-foot donut-eater. A joke walking around down here in the labs as a first responder. But I had a history…

I could have laid him out. Cold-cocked him for being a smart ass. Then, I could have claimed it was some kind of accident or misunderstanding. That kind of behavior, of course, had landed me down here in the first place, so I stifled my inner demons.

Forcing myself to relax, I decided I couldn’t blame Corporal Bennings for not knowing I used to work for XCU in a bigger capacity. It wasn’t something I talked about. People never liked guys who’d fallen from grace. They preferred to associate with regular people.

Bennings shook his head. He was too dumb to let things go. “You’re one crazy son of a bitch, you know that? Charging me headfirst like that—you scared the piss out of me. I might have put you down.”

I didn’t bother correcting him. It was me who had been about to put him down, and I might have finished the job, too, if Tina hadn’t saved his ass by hollering.

Bennings finally shut the hell up and led us out of the Complex. Up topside, there was a bunker-like building and a big parking lot. People had often wondered how so many cars could park up here and disgorge employees into a relatively small building. The Complex people never answered questions like that. The regular townsfolk had no idea they were sitting on top of an ant farm—full of alien ants, and worse.

Emergency vehicles were everywhere. Flashing lights painted the night in shades of red and blue. Medics swarmed around us, patching up our wounds. They started to fuss over the wound in my gut. They didn’t seem to like my amateur patch-up with the molecular printer. I waved them off, I’d had worse.

Tina wasn’t so lucky. They were pumping a whole chemistry set into her veins. Maybe she’d been poisoned or infected with something. At least they didn’t haul her away after the examination to some quarantine center.

I was thinking about sneaking off and going home when I caught a glimpse of my supervisor, a sour middle-aged woman by the name of Bette Mitchell. She was picking her way through the chaos. There was no soot or blood on her uniform. She looked like she’d just stepped out of a board meeting, not a war zone.

Mitchell’s eyes flicked over me, cold and assessing. She didn’t come over to talk, however. Instead, she turned away, one hand going to her phone implant at her jawline. She whispered to someone on the other end. Management, probably.

I had a bad feeling about that. The way she looked at us... it was like we were a problem to be solved. Or maybe swept under the rug. That look had all my instincts humming.

I limped over to Tina’s ambulance. She was sitting up now, a blanket around her shoulders. Her eyes were haunted.

“You okay?” I asked.

Stupid question. Of course, she wasn’t okay.

She managed a weak smile. “I’ll be fine. Thanks to you.”

I shrugged. “Just doing my job.”

“Your job is fighting aliens? I thought you walked around checking IDs and aiming flashlights into offices.”

“That, too.” I glanced over at Supervisor Mitchell again. She was a serious Karen, that one. She was still deep in her hushed conversation.

“You think she’s demanding they give us a raise?” I asked Tina.

Tina followed my gaze. Her face fell. “What do you think she’s saying about us?”

“She’s probably trying to figure out how to spin this. To make it look like she had everything under control.”

“But they didn’t. It was a total nightmare. So many people died. If you hadn’t been there... They can’t blame you!”

“Hey, don’t worry about that. Let them try to blame me. I dare them.” I forced a grin. “I’ve faced down worse than a bunch of suits.”

Tina didn’t look convinced, and I didn’t blame her. I wasn’t feeling too confident myself.

Mitchell finally finished her call. She strode over to us, her face an unreadable mask.

“Mr. Tanner?” she said coldly. “You’ve been through quite an ordeal. Management has arranged for your care and debriefing. If you’ll come with me...”

It wasn’t a request. I didn’t have a choice. I exchanged a glance with Tina, and she shrugged.

Mitchell led me back into the bunker-like building that hid the Complex. We stepped into a cold, sterile office.

White walls, a metal desk, hard plastic chairs. The place felt more like an interrogation room than an office, because that’s what it was. She gestured for me to sit, but I leaned against the wall near the door instead.

“Let’s cut to the bottom line, Mr. Tanner,” she said sharply. “Your employment with us is being terminated, effective immediately.”

I stared at her. “Terminated? What the hell for?”

“Liability reasons.” She shuffled some computerized slips of plastic on her desk, not meeting my eyes. “Your actions today have put this organization at significant risk.”

“My actions?” I said, unable to believe what I was hearing. “I saved lives today—mine and Tina’s, anyway. I stopped those alien gremlins from killing every last one of us in the frigging lab!”

“What you did was cost us an insane amount of money. The lawsuits to come will dwarf those damages, I’m sure. If we can’t tell the aggrieved families that at least someone—the first line security man, in this case—is being held accountable—”

“Accountable? I didn’t breed any alien hybrid freaks, did I? I didn’t import clearly illegal shit from some colony world, hoping to make a buck on the side—”

“Careful, Mr. Tanner.”

“Careful? Why? You’re already firing me. I didn’t let anything loose in this lab. Who did that?”

The overgrown Karen squirmed in her chair uncomfortably. “All the decision-makers perished. I’m sure you know that.”

“Bullshit. They’re off in some ivory tower pushing numbers around a spreadsheet. Meanwhile, I’m taking the fall, here.”

Mitchell regained her composure and lifted her nose a few inches higher. “Mr. Tanner. You were in charge of security at the installation where it all started. Your portion of this facility doesn’t look all that secure to me. Can you claim otherwise?”

I laughed at her. “You can’t believe you’re going to get away with blaming me for all this fuckery, can you?”

She winced at my choice of words. Management types often did that. They liked to ruin people’s lives, but they didn’t like bad words.

“Possibly, you aren’t the sole individual worthy of blame. But your... unorthodox methods have drawn unwanted attention. The higher-ups feel it’s best to distance the organization from you, specifically.”

“Distance themselves?” I got it now. They were hanging me out to dry. Using me as a scapegoat to save their own asses. “This is such a load. You can’t do this.”

“It’s already done, Mr. Tanner. Your final paycheck will be deposited automatically in a few minutes. I suggest you leave quietly.”

“You think you can just sweep this giant turd under the rug?” I asked. “Pretend like none of this ever happened? I don’t think so.”

“Mr. Tanner, you are under countless non-disclosure agreements. Everything that happens at the Complex is classified. You’ll say nothing, or you’ll be saying it in a prison cell.”

I turned and stalked out of the office, slamming the door behind me.

The hell with them. The hell with all of them. I stormed out of the bunker, my blood boiling. They figured they could just toss me aside like trash.

What was really galling was—they were probably right.


Chapter 3

A week went by real fast after that. One day I woke up at the crack of dawn, like always. Old habits die hard, I guess.

I rolled out of bed and stumbled to the kitchen. My head was already pounding. Breakfast was a handful of stale chips and a flat soda.

Washing it all down with a shot of whiskey was the best part. The breakfast of champions.

It wasn’t like I had anything better to do. After a week of pounding the online pavement and searching for work, I hadn’t gotten so much as an automatic reply in return. Nobody was interested in hiring an ex-security guard with a bad attitude and a worse reputation.

I slumped on my shitty couch, staring at the cracked ceiling. The Complex gig had been better than anywhere else I’d worked since I’d stopped playing field operative for XCU. The Complex had given me good pay and decent benefits. It was boring, but easy as hell.

That was all gone now. That was the story of my life. Dane Tanner, a professional bad luck charm.

I took another swig of whiskey, letting it burn its way down my throat. I thought back to that day at the Complex. The aliens, the blood, the screams. I’d done my job, dammit. I’d saved Tina. And what did I get for that? A pink slip and a slap on the head.

I hauled myself off the couch, my head swimming. I needed some air. Needed to clear my head.

I stood on my balcony, a thousand feet above the city streets. Then, I went one better and climbed up to sit on the corner of the railing. I dangled my bare feet over empty space, gripping the rail with one hand and the whiskey bottle with the other. Drones buzzed by beneath me, their humming motors echoing off the crumbling buildings. I watched them zip through the maze of skyscrapers.

Somehow, I began wondering how long it would take me to hit the pavement if I jumped—not that I was going to, mind you. I’m not the suicidal type. That route was for losers. But sometimes, when the world felt like it was closing in, it was nice to have options.

The metal railing was cold against my skin. The city stretched out before me, a sea of neon and concrete. It was a hell of a view, and despite that, the rent was a joke.

I’d been lucky to snag this place. It was falling apart at the seams, sure. Concrete doesn’t last forever, you know. This building had to be two centuries old—maybe three. When they’d built it way back, they’d probably figured they’d knock it down and build something better by now.

But no. The old skyscrapers had been converted from office space into low-rent housing. Mostly, it was full of druggies and hookers—but I didn’t mind. They didn’t seem to like the look of me. I didn’t make eye contact, and they stayed away. It was a system that worked.

I was about to head back inside when I heard a buzzing sound coming from my cracked coffee table. I frowned, moving closer to investigate. It was my old phone implant, the one they’d ripped out of my skull when I’d left XCU. A sudden thought made me smirk—Tanner’s lost jobs were piling up.

Curious, I picked up the insistent device. It kept buzzing, and I turned it over in my hands. It shouldn’t have been working, not without being jacked into my jawline. The battery should have been dead, and even if it wasn’t, XCU had deactivated this line months ago. Security men didn’t get free implants from their employers, so I’d just left the thing on the coffee table to gather dust.

The implant stopped buzzing and then started again. It looked like a rubbery finger of flesh, shivering by itself like an angry hornet.

I stared at it, my mind racing. Who the hell would be calling me on this thing? And why now, after all this time?

Hesitantly, I reached for it and picked it up. Kind of sticky…

Part of me wanted to smash the damn thing against the wall or throw it over the balcony and be done with it. But another part of me, the part that never could resist a mystery, was curious.

Taking a deep breath, I pushed it up against my jaw so it could contact meat and bone. Implants liked to vibrate your bones and talk to you.

“Tanner?” a familiar voice crackled through the implant. “Happy birthday, you dumb bastard.”

I recoiled, almost dropping the thing. “Dom?”

Dominic Serrano. My old boss from XCU. I hadn’t heard from him in months, not since before I’d taken the job at the Complex.

“The one and only,” he chuckled. “How’s civilian life treating you?”

I gritted my teeth. “Cut the crap, Dom. What do you want?”

“Can’t a guy wish his favorite ex-employee a happy birthday?”

My eyes slid to the wallscreen. Sure as shit, it was my birthday. I hadn’t even noticed. Damn.

“Not when that guy is you.” I said, and I leaned back on my couch. “What do you want? Did you just call to gloat?”

“I’ll get to the point… I want you back, Tanner. XCU needs you.”

I snorted out a laugh. “You’re joking, right? After the way you guys hung me out to dry?”

“Water under the bridge, Tanner,” Dom said smoothly. “We both know you were good at your job. You just run a little hot, that’s all.”

“Why didn’t you say that before Brandt fired me?”

“Well… I didn’t have such a big hole in my roster back then. I’m more interested in the present. I am in current need of experienced men, and I need them now.”

My eyes narrowed. I was beginning to smell a huge frigging rat. “How’d you know I lost my job at the Complex?”

“Government is government, Tanner. I heard about what happened there. Tough break.”

“You didn’t call my supervisor, did you?”

Dom laughed. The sound was annoying. “I didn’t have to. Come on, Tanner. You know how this works. It’s my job to know everything about my people—even the ones who aren’t mine anymore.”

I pressed the implant into my cheek harder. “You’ve been spying on me.”

“Spying is such an ugly word,” Dom said. “I prefer ‘keeping tabs’. For your own safety, of course.”

“Bullshit,” I spat. “You just can’t stand the thought of not being in control.”

“Tanner, Tanner, Tanner,” Dom sighed. “Always so paranoid. Look, I’m offering you a chance to come back to the fold. To do some real good in the universe. Are you really going to turn that down?”

I hesitated, ready to give the implant a shake and end the call. Part of me wanted to tell Dom to fuck off. The other part of me wanted to pay the rent.

“I’ll think about it,” I said finally. “But I’m not making any promises.”

“Of course not,” Dom said, with over-exaggerated sincerity. “Take all the time you need. Oh, and Tanner?”

“Yeah?”

“Did I say happy birthday? This job is your birthday present. What kind of a dick would turn down his only present?”

“You’re a thoughtful man, Dom,” I said.

“There’s one more thing… and that thing is called Tina Lazar…”

“What do you know about Tina?” I asked, instantly feeling heat in my face again. This asshole had his nose way too far up in my business. He’d always been that way. That was one of the reasons I’d quit XCU… or rather, gotten myself fired.

Dom chuckled. “Oh, maybe you didn’t hear? Your little girlfriend got the boot out of the Complex, too. I guess they didn’t appreciate all your threats and indiscretions.”

I clenched my jaw, trying to keep my cool. “She’s not my girlfriend.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” Dom said. “I got access to the security camera footage—just for training purposes, mind you. The way you two were all over each other when those spider-things were tearing the place up...”

“Get to the point, Dom.”

“Fine, fine. The point is, we’re willing to offer her a job here at XCU, as well. Medical staff position, full time. Good pay, great benefits. The works.”

I narrowed my eyes, suspicion gnawing at my gut. “What’s the catch?”

“No catch,” Dom said smoothly. “We take care of our own here at XCU. And since you two seem to be a package deal...”

I snorted. “Right. Because you’re just that generous.”

“I’m wounded, Tanner. Truly.”

I rolled my eyes, even though he couldn’t see me. This whole thing stunk to high heaven. Dom wasn’t the type to do anything out of the goodness of his heart. There had to be an angle here, some kind of game he was playing.

There was no doubt I had a fondness for nurse Tina Lazar. I just hated the idea of some oily bastard taking advantage of that and screwing with both of our lives.

But still, the thought of Tina out there on her own, struggling to make ends meet... it didn’t sit right with me. She’d been screwed over by the Complex, the same way I’d been. I wouldn’t put it past Dom to put out a few calls on her. To mark her as unhirable—just to get to me.

“Fine,” I said at last. “I’ll come in for an interview. But only if it means Tina gets the job.”

“Of course,” Dom said. I could imagine an evil grin spreading wide on his face. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

I hated myself for falling into this trap. But what choice did I have? I couldn’t just leave Tina twisting in the wind. Not just because I was stubborn and picky about where I worked and what I did. Also… things had been terribly dull as a security man. When you worked for XCU, you never could tell what the next day might bring.

Part of me, if I was going to be honest, kind of wanted to go back and work for that monkey-house.

“When do you want me there?” I asked.

“Like… now. Use the back entrance. And Tanner?”

“What?”

“Don’t be late.”

The line went dead, leaving me alone with my thoughts. I stared at the implant phone. There was a sinking feeling in my gut. I knew it was a trap. Dom was up to something extra nasty, something he was hiding.

I tossed the phone onto the couch. I needed to pull it together. Maybe a shower… I hoped I wasn’t making the next big mistake in my life.

Stumbling into the bathroom, I noticed my head was pounding. The shower called my name. I cranked the water as hot as it would go—which wasn’t impressive—and stepped in. The water sprayed some of the fuzz off my brain.

The shower slowly got hotter, until it stung—but in a good way. I felt like it was burning away all the crap that had accumulated in the last week, along with all the blood, sweat and grime on my skin.

I stood there for a long time, just letting the water do its thing. Eventually, I reached for the soap and started scrubbing. I scrubbed until my skin was pink, until I felt like I’d scraped away that nasty outer layer.

Knowing I needed to be sharp, I stuck a finger down my throat. It took a few tries, but eventually I felt the familiar lurch in my gut. I heaved and heaved until there was nothing left, until my stomach was empty and my head was clear.

I rinsed my mouth out with water and spat down the drain. I felt better already. Not great, but better.

Checking myself in the mirror, I was glad to see I still had a gym rat’s body. I hadn’t grown a gut after only one bad week.

I padded back into the bedroom and started rummaging through my closet. I needed something to wear, something that would make me look like the badass I was rumored to be.

My eyes fell on a locked case in the back of the closet. I hadn’t opened it in months, not since I’d left XCU. But with Dom’s words still ringing in my ears, it seemed like the right time.

Punching in the code, I caused the case to pop open with a hiss. Inside, nestled in black foam, was my old buzzblade. The one I’d carried with me on every single mission, the one that had saved my life more times than I could count.

The thing was both a tool and a weapon. It looked like a cross between a bowie knife and an electric blade you might use to carve up a turkey. It had carved up its share of things in the past, let me tell you.

The buzzblade felt good in my hand. It was heavier than I remembered, but it felt like an old friend.

The charge was a yellow line. Half-power, but I didn’t have time to plug it in now. I thumbed the pad on the end and the blade hummed to life, vibrating so fast it was almost invisible. I could feel the power of it thrumming through my arm, up into my shoulder.

I grinned. This weapon had saved my ass when things got up-close and personal more than a few times. Even better, it was legal to carry—sort of.

Slipping the buzzblade back into its sheath, I strapped it on under my clothes. Hell yeah, I was ready.

I grabbed my key fob and headed for the door. I didn’t know what Dom had in store for me, but I knew both Tina and I needed a job.


Chapter 4

I stepped out onto the crumbling sidewalk. It was raining lightly and the sky was gray.

The city around me was in a similar unpleasant state. Every street was a mess, a far cry from the shining metropolis it had once been. Everywhere I looked, I saw signs of decay. Boarded-up windows, crumbling facades, trash piled up in the gutters.

And the people. God, the people. They were a sorry lot, the dregs of humanity. All the sharp ones were off working someplace nicer, or they’d left Earth entirely on one of our countless colony ships.

What was left behind? Mutants, freaks and losers, the ones who couldn’t pass a physical and score a one-way ticket out to the colonies. They huddled in doorways and alleys, their eyes hollow and hungry.

I kept my head down and my hand on my buzzblade as I walked. I didn’t want any trouble. Not today.

A hologram jumped out of the sidewalk in front of me, a cute girl with big eyes and a bigger smile.

“Tired of the grind?” she chirped. “Ready for a fresh start? Sign up now for a one-way ticket to paradise!”

I swiped at the ad, my hand passing through the flickering light. The ghostly girl vanished.

My boots crunched on broken glass that littered the street. The buildings became older and meaner as I went, the neighborhoods more dangerous. This was the heart of the city, the place where the forgotten ones lived.

Strange vehicles whizzed by, their engines whining like wounded animals. I turned a corner and found myself face to face with a group of thugs. They were a rough-looking bunch, all tattoos and scars and bad attitudes. They eyed me up and down, their hands drifting towards the weapons at their belts.

I didn’t blink. I’d faced worse than this. I let my hand rest on the handle of my buzzblade, the weight of it reassuring against my palm. Guns in the streets of Earth weren’t unknown—but most of them had been rounded up and destroyed years back. That was supposed to end all violence—but humanity had proven resilient. We’d just downshifted back to knives so long they were almost swords.

“You lost, friend?” one of the thugs asked, his teeth reflecting bright colors from the cracked, animated sidewalks.

I met his gaze, my eyes cold. “Nope.”

The thug’s grin faltered. He could see it in my eyes, the fact that I wasn’t afraid. It was obvious I was more than willing to take him and his buddies on if I had to.

My next step took me straight at him.

One thing that was nice about a lack of firearms on the streets was that the playing field was less level these days. A punk teen couldn’t just shoot you in the ass and laugh. They had to have some skill to wield a deadly weapon effectively. Being a large, fairly young and very fit man, people usually didn’t mess with me.

The tough took a step back, his hands held up in a placating gesture. “Hey man, no trouble. Just asking.”

I nodded. “Good. Keep it that way.”

A few of his buddies laughed at him. He didn’t like that. When I brushed past him, he slammed his shoulder into mine.

That was a mistake. He spun halfway around and fell—but he didn’t say shit as he climbed back to his feet. Nobody did.

I could feel their eyes on my back as I walked away, but I didn’t care. I had bigger fish to fry.

Making my way through the decaying streets, I got to the oldest part of town. They still had neon signs here, instead of holograms that danced and cooed. The old lights flickered and sputtered overhead.

I descended into the subway. Here, the stench of urine and desperation assaulted my nostrils. I thumbed for a ticket and stepped aboard. A robot sat at the controls of the train, its metal face impassive. The model was so old, it didn’t even talk to me. Either that, or it had forgotten how.

After finding a seat in the back, I rode downtown. My hand never strayed far from my buzzblade. Long minutes later, the train lurched to a stop, and I stepped out into the gloom. Coming back up onto the streets, I was close now. An old library building loomed ahead of me like a forgotten tombstone. The building was in ruins, its walls crumbling, and its windows shattered.

Dom had specified that I was to use the back entrance to XCU. What for? I didn’t know, for sure. It was hidden and generally unused. The reason it existed at all was to allow people to escape the facility if things went… badly during a mission.

I picked my way through the debris, searching for the secret entrance that would lead me to the station that was hidden underneath this ruin. It was here somewhere, beneath the rubble and the decay. But as I searched, my frustration grew.

Where the hell was it?

Kicking at a pile of rubble, I sent chunks of crumbling concrete skittering across the ground. Nothing. I was starting to think that Dom had moved the place and called me in for a prank.

Leaning against a wall, my mind raced. I had to find that entrance. Tina was counting on me. Hell, my rent payment was about to be declined, and my whole damn world was a mess. I needed this job, despite all my bluster.

Pushing myself off the wall, I started searching again. My eyes strained in the dim light. Was this all some frigging trick by Dom? I was so sick of his bullshit. Maybe this was his idea of a birthday prank.

It began to rain lightly again and drops ran off my nose. I was getting more pissed every second.

The rain soon came down harder, plastering my hair to my skull. I was about to give up and head back to the street when I heard a low growl behind me.

I spun around, my hand automatically drawing my buzzblade. Two creatures emerged from the shadows, their eyes glowing redly in the dark. Why did so many predators have shining eyes at night?

They looked like pit bulls, but there was something off about them. Their skin was covered in hard, insectile plates. Their jaws were filled with razor-sharp teeth.

I knew what they were—biological experiments gone wrong. Alien DNA was spliced into Earth creatures to create the ultimate killing machines, and here they were coming right for me.

I flicked on my buzzblade. A high-frequency hum filled the air. The creatures lunged, their claws scrabbling on the concrete. Kicking out, I dodged to the side, and managed to avoid those teeth, but somehow I’d wrenched my knee when the weight of the monsters blew past me.

My blade sliced through the air, and the first creature went down in a spray of blood, its head severed from its body. I kicked again at the second one, but it scrambled and was on me an instant later, jaws snapping at my face. Two-handed, like I was slaying a dragon, I drove my blade into its chest, feeling the vibrations as it sliced through thorny plates, flesh and bone. It worked pretty good.

The creature let out a gurgling scream and collapsed, its blood pooling on the ground. I stood over it, my chest heaving. My blade dripped mutant gore onto the filthy pavement.

I tested my left knee and it was sprained all right. If I was taking care of myself, I would be icing it down and keeping it elevated, but that wouldn’t be happening today.

I’d won the round, but would there be more?

The rain was a blessing now, washing away the stench of death and muffling any sounds of approach. I moved quickly, my eyes scanning the shadows for any sign of movement.

That’s when I heard a slow clap behind me. I spun around, my weapon out and ready. It was Dom, stepping out of the shadows with a shit-eating grin on his face.

“Bravo, Tanner. Bravo.” He was highly amused. “Glad to see you haven’t lost your edge.”

I glared at him, and I could feel my jaws clenching up. “What the hell is this, Dom? You testing me?”

He shrugged. “Yeah, sure. I’m the station chief here. It’s my job.”

“But, why…?”

“You said you wanted an interview—good news, you passed the first step. We had to make sure you were still up for the job. Can’t send a man who’s gone soft out to some fucked up colony world, can we?”

I wanted to wipe that smug look off his face with my fist. But I held myself back. “All right, Chief. Same old funnyman. But you frigging know I can handle myself.”

“Still got that temper, I see. That’s not so good… but we’re hard-up, so I’m willing to live with it. Come on, let’s go downstairs.”

Forcing myself to relax, I approached him. My anger was simmering just beneath the surface. This was exactly the kind of bullshit that had made me leave XCU in the first place. The mind games, the manipulation. Dom always had to be in control, always had to have the upper hand.

But I couldn’t afford to walk away this time. It wasn’t just my rent that wasn’t going to get paid. I felt like I owed it to Tina too, even if she didn’t know it.

“We moved the back entrance, follow me,” he said, turning on his heel, he strode off into the darkness.

My instincts were screaming at me to walk away, but the part of me that wasn’t impulsive knew I couldn’t.

Instead, I followed Dom through the ruins of the old library, my eyes scanning the shadows for any sign of trouble. I didn’t trust him not to play more tricks.

XCU stood for “Xenothreat Containment Unit.” It was a shady government organization tasked with dealing with alien threats. Since Earth had gone into heavy colonization mode, many decades ago, they’d been throwing ships out into deep space toward habitable exo-planets. They did it several times a year. But some of those ships and the colonies they spawned, well, they ran into certain… problems.

From Earth, we could tell if a world was habitable or not through modern tech. But the people in charge didn’t want to wait to send out a scout ship to see what the exact situation was. Therefore, when a colonizable planet was identified—we just fired off a ship, fingers crossed.

Sure, the people in transit would find a living world at the end of their multi-decade journey—that much was almost guaranteed.

A planet that supported human life, however, generally had a local population of its own to begin with. Sometimes, that life was benign, or even useful—but not always.

When things went wrong, that’s when XCU was supposed to step in and help. At first, that had gone pretty well—until there was a bad budget year. Followed by a worse one. They liked to do things on the cheap these days…

Dom led me to a section of wall that looked no different from any other. But then he pressed his hand against a hidden panel, and the wall shimmered and disappeared, revealing a high-tech elevator hidden behind some kind of cloaking field.

“Why hide the backdoor so thoroughly?” I asked.

Dom snorted. “Have you seen the hangdog punks roaming this city today? Everyone worth a shit left Earth a long time ago. Heavy security is expensive—hiding things is cheap.”

He finally showed me the way in.

“After you,” Dom said, gesturing for me to enter.

I hesitated. My instincts again were screaming at me to turn around and walk. Instead, I stepped into the elevator—but I had one paranoid hand resting on my buzzblade.

The doors slid shut behind us, and the elevator began to descend. I watched as Dom punched in a complex series of codes on a hidden keypad. A retinal scanner popped out of the wall, and he leaned in to let it scan his eye.

I made a mental note of the sequence. You never knew when you might need to get in or out of a place like this without authorization. And with Dom running the show down here, you might as well be prepared for the worst.

Suddenly, the elevator shuddered to a halt. The lights flickered and went out, plunging us into darkness. I heard a hissing sound, and then a sickly sweet smell filled the air.

Gas. They were gassing the damn elevator car. I held my breath, my hand tightening on my buzzblade. Dom was holding his own breath, so he said nothing. Finally, the gas was vacuumed out of the elevator car. Was my head swimming, just a bit? Maybe, but I hadn’t passed out. I’d held my breath automatically.

“Another little test?” I asked. “I assume I passed…”

Dom laughed. “Relax, Tanner. It’s just a little security measure. Weeds out the weak and the unprepared.”

The gas cleared, and the lights came back on. I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. Dom was grinning at me, his eyes glinting with amusement.

I glared at him. The bastard was really enjoying this. But I didn’t say anything. I just stood there, waiting for the elevator to reach its destination.

The elevator ride down was taking forever. Dom leaned against the wall, a smug grin on his face. He started talking about his recent hires, ticking them off on his fingers like he was counting up a score.

“Let’s see, there was Martinez. Poor bastard got his face melted off by some kind of acid-spitting bug on Zephyrus Prime. And then there was Julien. The dumbest SOB I ever hired. He thought he could take on a pack of xenos with nothing but a pocketknife. You can guess how that turned out.”

He chuckled, like it was all some big joke to him. I clenched my jaw, trying to keep my anger in check. These were people’s lives he was talking about. Good men and women who had died serving their planet. And here he was, treating it like a goddamn punchline.

But then it hit me. The reason he was telling me all this is that he was low on experienced men. That’s why he needed me. I was one of the few who had survived a long time in the game. One of the few who knew how to handle myself when the shit hit the fan.

It was a sobering thought. I’d always prided myself on my skills, on my ability to get the job done no matter what. But now I was starting to wonder if that was more of a curse than a blessing. How long could I keep rolling the dice before my luck ran out?

The elevator finally shuddered to a stop, and the doors slid open. We stepped out into a vast underground complex, all gleaming metal alloys and high-tech equipment. This was XCU’s secret headquarters, the nerve center of their operations.

Dom led me through a maze of corridors, past labs, training rooms and armories. I could see other case officers milling about, some of them giving me curious glances as we passed. Maybe some recognized me, and they were thinking, “hey, didn’t we fire that guy…?” I looked like I didn’t care what they thought—because I didn’t care.

We finally reached the command center, there were banks of monitors and computers lining the walls. Even the ceiling showed a star pattern with colored dots and names referencing various colony worlds.

The place was a techie’s wet dream—wall-to-wall monitors, blinking lights, and more buttons and switches than the bridge on a colonizer rig. A few pasty-faced operators sat hunched over their consoles, their eyes glued to screens.

Here, Dom plopped his ass down in a chair, putting his feet up on the ops desk.

“Welcome back to my humble abode,” he said, spreading his arms wide.

I looked around, spotting a blinker on the ceiling and a matching screen in the banks encircling the room. “Haven-7” it read. “No contact.”

“Is that the one?” I asked. “The one you want checked out?”

“Good instincts. But first, you’ve got to impress the old man.”

“Director Brandt? He’s still working this station?”

“Yep. Seems almost permanent. I keep praying for his early retirement—no dice.”

I looked around. A few operators worked keyboards and talked to their chin-piece microphones. It all looked pretty serene.

“What are we waiting for?” I asked.

A yellow light flashed over one of the doors that led out of the operations room. Dom pointed at it.

“See that? The old man is in a hurry. You’re done cooling your heels. Come on, one more security check, and you’ll get your interview at last.”


Chapter 5

Dom led me to some towering robots. Bristling with weapons and armor, they stood silent and still, but I knew their unblinking gaze was all over me, tracking my every move.

The robot guards moved in to pat me down, and even fondled my nuts like they were squeeze-toys. Their plastic-covered metallic hands quickly found my buzzblade.

“Sir, this weapon is not permitted in the command center,” one of them said, all silky and very human sounding.

Dom waved a hand dismissively. “It’s fine. Tanner’s with me.”

The robot froze up, obviously talking to its central AI. At last, they stepped aside. Their faceplates were expressionless, and they didn’t argue. They allowed us to pass.

Dom must have noticed me staring. “Impressive, aren’t they? Latest model—faster, stronger, smarter than anything else out there.”

I grunted. I’d believe it when I saw it. I’d tangled with enough tin cans to know they were never as tough as they looked.

He shook his head and laughed at me again. It grated on my nerves like nails on a chalkboard, but I bit my tongue.

I got left alone in front of the old man’s door. There was nothing special about it, except for the sign that read “Director.” Brandt liked to keep things simple.

Rapping my knuckles against the door, I heard a muffled voice called out, “Enter.”

I stepped inside, sizing up the man behind the desk. Brandt was balding, with a face that had seen better days. He had the look of a man who was used to getting what he wanted.

“Tanner?” he said, flatly. “Good to see you. You sure you want to come back… inside?”

I shrugged. “Looks that way. Sorry I’ve got some blood on me, but Dom tested me on the way over here. The rain only washed some of it away.”

Brandt let the comments pass by and leaned back in his chair, tapping his fingers. He picked up a slip of computer plastic from his desk. The clear material lit up at his touch. “Here you are. Dane Tanner. Staff Sergeant, Special Forces… Two tours, honorable discharge. You’ve been freelancing for places like XCU ever since.”

“Uh… not entirely. I was working at the Complex doing security work.”

Brandt shrugged. “That’s almost the same thing. You want to know why I’m looking at your record, Tanner? Why I haven’t hugged you and welcomed you aboard instantly?”

A half-dozen good reasons came to mind, but I didn’t say anything.

Brandt’s lips folded up. “I’m concerned about the way you exited this organization the last time... You left us high and dry. We’re not really into kissing and making up with quitters.”

I bristled, not liking the way he said “quitters.” Like I was some kind of coward. I’d refused to do a job and been fired for it, actually.

This time, my brain managed to stop my mouth before it was too late. I decided not to bring that up. My voice shifted to a neutral tone. “I had my reasons, sir.”

Brandt’s leaned toward me. I could smell his aftershave. Why did old dudes always put on too much?

“Sure, sure…” he said. “So, what’s changed?”

I met his gaze, unflinching. “Dom called me up. I needed the work. That’s the whole story.”

Brandt scoffed. “So, let me put it another way. Are you here to help out colonists? Or are you just hard-up for money?”

My blood pressure ticked up a notch. I could feel it. Why did guys like Brandt always have to make it complicated? “Does it matter one way or the other?”

Brandt considered that. “I just need to know you’re not a quitter—not this time.”

That was it for me. I threw my hands wide. Turning, I put my hand on the door handle. “Sorry to waste your time, sir. If you don’t think I’m up to the job, then find somebody else.”

I waited just a second before opening the door. I was serious, but I was playing a hunch, too. I’d had enough of this place the last time I’d left, and I didn’t need to start off as a second-class citizen for round two. I’d eat dog food—no, scratch that, I’d eat dog shit before I begged to be let back inside XCU.

That hesitation… it turned out to be long enough.

A single word from Brandt stopped me. “Wait.”

I paused, glaring over my shoulder but grinning inside.

Brandt sighed, rubbing a hand over his face. “You always play hardball, don’t you?”

“I like a certain level of respect, sir. I’m the one risking my own balls out there on some alien planet.”

“You’re right… but mostly because we need you.”

I turned back around, crossing my arms. “What’s the job? What’s gone wrong out at Haven-7?”

“You’re still the same Tanner I remember. You’re not supposed to know the target—no one outside this office—”

“You didn’t send Dom after me for my good looks. Tell me the deal. What kind of operation are we talking about, here?”

Brandt grunted. “Haven-7 is a remote colony. We’ve got an agent out there, feeding us intel for many years—or at least we did have one. Silas is his name. He goes by the alias ‘The Preacher.’”

I raised an eyebrow. “The Preacher, huh?”

“Silas’ been our eyes and ears. Things have been brewing out there—a split has developed in the population. A growing dispute. A few months ago, his reports stopped coming.”

I frowned. “So, what do you want me to do about it?”

“I want you to go to Haven-7. Find Silas. Find out what’s happening out there. Render assistance, if necessary, then come back and give me a full report.”

“What’s the timing on this?”

“Yesterday. Last week would be better. If you take the job, you’re flying tonight.”

Tonight…? Damn. The truth was, I’d had some fantasies. I’d figured I’d look up Tina, maybe… Wasn’t she working here someplace?

But I wasn’t getting that kind of vibe. This wasn’t going to be a desk job. I’d been a field operative before, sure. An XCU case officer from Earth, doing the rounds… but I hadn’t really expected that kind of thing to kick off immediately.

I let out a low whistle. “Just like that, huh? You’re sending me out into the field right away? Can’t I pay my rent first?”

“We’ll pay your rent if you sign. Six months, in advance.”

My hand rubbed at my chin. That was a nice signing perk. But it also indicated Brandt thought I might be gone for quite a while. Good thing I didn’t have an ant farm… or goldfish.

Brandt took my expression the wrong way. His face hardened. “This isn’t a joke, Tanner. Silas was a good man. I want to send help. I also need to know what’s been going on out there.”

I couldn’t help but notice he’d used the word “was” concerning Silas. If that wasn’t a slip, I’d never heard one.

I held up my hands. “Okay. You got me. I’m in. But I need more to go on than just ‘find Silas.’”

Brandt nodded. He flicked up some slides. The place looked kind of arid. Not a desert, mind you, but I’d call it “desert adjacent.”

“Haven-7 is divided into two factions,” he said. “The Techborn and the Dusters. The Techborn are the descendants of the original crew. They’ve got the colony ship—which crashed on landing, by the way.”

“A total loss?”

“No. It will never fly again, but the Arabella isn’t scrap metal. The Techborn live inside her. They’ve got the best tools, the best resources.”

“What about the other side?”

“The Dusters are the outcasts, the peasant class. The descendants of people who bought cheap-seats on Arabella for the long flight out from Earth. They work the land and farm—that kind of crap.”

“A dirt world? Techborn and Dusters?” I snorted. “Sounds like a real paradise.”

Brandt frowned. He did that a lot. “Try to keep up. Silas’ has been working with the Dusters. Trying to keep the peace between the two factions. But something’s changed. We need to know what.”

“And you think I’m the man for the job?”

Brandt met my gaze, unflinching. “You’re the only man. The rest of my experienced officers are in the field already. I know you can do this, it’ll be easy. Just fly out there, find that poor bastard Silas, and come home.”

This wasn’t the kind of situation I was used to. I was more of a “shoot first, ask questions later” kind of guy. But Brandt was the boss. If he wanted me to fly tonight—I’d do it.

It was now very clear to me that he didn’t have a lot of options. Quite possibly, his only option was me.

I stood up, my chair scraping against the floor. “All right, Brandt. I’ll think about it.”

Brandt’s eyes narrowed. “Think about it? What kind of shit is that? There’s nothing to think about, Tanner. You’re either in or you’re out.”

Shaking my head, I made for the door. I needed the money, hell yeah, but I was already sick of this place. The secrets, the lies, the bullshit. It was just like before. Everything that had driven me out of this place was still here. Hell, I bet Brandt was holding back eighty percent of what I needed to know even now.

Silas was a great agent? Didn’t that indicate Brandt knew he was dead? Which meant he was airmailing me out to some crazy planet to find a dead man?

For a second time, I put my hand on that door handle. I meant to leave this time.

But Brandt’s voice stopped me again. “If you walk out that door, Tanner, Miss Tina Lazar is out of a job, too.”

I froze. What an asshole. He knew I had a thing for that girl. I turned back around, my jaw clenched and stabbed a threatening finger at him. “You’re a son of a bitch.”

Brandt smirked. He spread his big hands wide. “Guilty! Come on, Tanner. One mission! That’s all I’m asking for. Just a little scouting trip to find our missing agent. You do that, and you get your rent paid. Tina keeps her job. Everybody’s happy. Everybody wins.”

I glared at him, because I knew I was trapped. I needed the money. And I couldn’t let Tina down.

“You’re hustling me,” I said, “but all right. One mission—that’s it.”

Brandt’s smile widened. He touched a contact on his desk, and instantly the door opened.

Dr. Felix Renn stood there with his skinny arms crossed. He looked like he had to pee or something. I got the feeling he’d been hanging around outside the office waiting impatiently during the whole interview—if you could even call it an interview.

“About time,” he muttered. His accent was British.

I frowned and turned back. “What about contracts?” I asked Brandt. “I’m not doing this without something in writing.”

Brandt reached into his desk, pulling out a familiar tablet. My old contract swam on the screen.

“Of course. Touch here,” he said, pointing to the round thumb-circle at the bottom.

I frowned at the document. “No signing bonus? Where’s the part about my six months of rent?”

Brandt glared at me. He grabbed the tablet back and scrawled some numbers in the bonus area. It was a healthy block of credits.

Damn. Wherever he lived, the rent was higher than I was used to—but I wasn’t going to say anything. I could live for a year on that—maybe longer.

I hesitated, but only for a moment. I pressed my thumb to the scanner, watching as my print was scanned and analyzed. The green circle lit up, showing the deal was sealed.

Brandt snatched the device away and made it vanish into his desk again.

“There,” he said. “That didn’t hurt, did it?”

“No, sir!”

I put out my hand, and he shook it. We smiled at each other like we were friends—but we weren’t, and we never would be.

I followed Dr. Renn out of the office then, feeling like I’d just been railroaded. I couldn’t believe I was doing this shit again. Putting my life on the line for XCU had always been a rough way to make a buck.


Chapter 6

I followed Dr. Renn down a sterile hallway. LED lights glowed overhead. The place hadn’t changed a bit since I’d last been here.

Renn led me into the Transmission Lab, a cavernous space filled with blinking machines and whirring gadgets. In the center of it all stood the portal.

The high-tech circular portal projector stood dormant. It was a large, ring-shaped frame made from a sleek metallic alloy. The structure reflected its surroundings like a distorted mirror. Occasionally, the techno mirror’s surface flickered with residual energy. Subtle shimmers of blue and green hinted at its power.

I hated that effect. It was freaky.

Intricate angular braces supported the portal, giving it an odd appearance. The control panel, full of buttons, was all touch-driven and holographic. When operational, this device created a stable tunnel through space, connecting two distant planets for instantaneous travel.

“Well, well, well,” Renn said. His attitude was pissy. “If it isn’t Dane Tanner, the quitter.”

My hands were already clenching into fists at my sides. I wanted to knock that look right off his face, but I knew I couldn’t. They owned me now—at least for one mission.

“I didn’t quit, Doc,” I said. “We had a falling out.”

Renn snorted, his eyes flickering over me with contempt. “Yes, and your cock fell out of your pants.” He seemed to think this was super-funny. “You left us high and dry, Tanner. Ran off like a child after a bad dream.”

“Let’s just do this, Doc. Before one of us needs stitches.”

“Stitches? Were you injured? I’ll call that new nurse in here…”

I almost stopped him but thought the better of it. Could he be talking about Tina?

Dr. Renn made the call to the medical center, then he started to tap at a series of holographic controls. His fingers pumped over the glowing buttons and switches that weren’t really there. I didn’t know why XCU couldn’t afford real, plastic switches.

The portal machine droned. The tone quickly rose and evened out into a hum. An image appeared in the center of it.

“Haven-7…” Renn said in a lecturing tone. “A harsh, unforgiving planet. Two factions, the Techborn and the Dusters, locked in a never-ending battle for control. In other words, a real shithole.”

A holographic globe appeared on one wall. It spun slowly. It looked like a cross between Earth and Mars, with vast deserts and jagged mountain ranges.

“The Techborn horde all the technology,” Renn continued, his eyes fixed on the globe. “That’s why they call themselves that—Techborn. They think they have some kind of divine right to all the best equipment from Earth. Isn’t that bizarre?”

“It’s frigging hilarious, Doc. Where’s Tina?”

“Who?”

“The nurse you mentioned.”

“She’s on her way. I hope you’re not attempting to claim you can’t be transmitted for medical reasons, Tanner. That would be highly unethical.”

I could feel the throb of my gut wound as it continued to heal. My knee could stand an ice pack too, but I decided to keep quiet and continue to walk it off.

“No, Doc. Just tell me about the planet.”

“Ah yes… besides the ruling Techborn, there are the Dusters. The peasant class has the numbers—and the foodstuffs...” He shook his head. “They are rather disorderly.”

“What?”

“Let’s just say, you don’t want to go for a walk without a weapon on this world.”

I stared at the globe. My thoughts were unhappy. This place was sounding better and better. What the hell had I gotten myself into? Again?

Renn droned on about the portal’s inner workings after that, throwing around terms like “quantum entanglement” and “hyperdimensional harmonics.” I tried to look interested, nodding along like I gave a shit—which I didn’t.

All I cared about was getting this contract over with. I was kind of hoping to see Tina again, too. I wanted to make sure her job was secure. After all, that had been part of the deal I’d struck with Brandt.

“The portal is a delicate instrument,” Renn said. “It requires precise calibration and constant monitoring. Even the slightest deviation could have catastrophic consequences.”

Yeah, yeah, I kept saying in my head, fighting the urge to roll my eyes.

Renn turned to me. His gaze was suddenly sharp. “I know you’re familiar with this process, Tanner. But we’ve changed some of our policies. Only organic matter is now allowed to pass through the portal.”

I gaped at him. “What? Why the hell is that?”

“It’s a cost-saving measure. Inorganic materials are far too expensive. You’ll have to leave it all behind. Excessive organics are forbidden as well.”

“Excessive…? Are you talking about my clothes?”

“Of course.”

“Shit… I have to fly naked? Seriously?”

“No, no it’s not that bad. You can take this.” He unfolded something thin and rattly. It was a suit made of paper—or papery thin cloth. I couldn’t believe it. A trash bag would be more resilient.

My hand instinctively went to the buzzblade at my hip. “What about weapons?”

Renn shook his head. “No weapons. No gear. Just this.”

He rattled the “garment” at me.

My fingers tightening around the buzzblade’s handle. More bullshit—already. I didn’t like the idea of going in unarmed.

“Fine,” I growled. “But I’m going to look like a fool wandering some colony world in this paper suit.”

“No, you won’t. The field will be very tight. The suit is designed to burn away on transmission, see? It has a double-purpose of—”

“So, I do have to fly naked?” I repeated.

Renn shrugged and pursed his lips. “Not on the way out—only upon arrival.”

“Holy…”

I set aside the absurd outfit. I’d worn hospital gowns that were more substantial. I wasn’t putting it on until it was go-time.

Removing the buzzblade and its strap, I set the weapon on a nearby table. It felt wrong, like I was leaving a part of myself behind.

Renn was satisfied. “Very good. Now, let’s talk more about Haven-7. It’s an odd culture…”

I half-listened as Renn rambled on about the planet’s history and politics. I gave zero shits. I didn’t need to know the details. All I needed was a target and a way to get back home.

I wanted to yawn sooo bad, but I held it back. Just point me in the right direction, Doc. I’ll take care of the rest.

I was ready to hang myself from boredom by the time Renn finally left the lab. His footsteps echoed down the hallway.

The door soon slid open again, and Tina walked in, her eyes wide with concern. She was wearing her nurse’s uniform. The white fabric clung to her curves, and I tried not to stare.

“Tina…?”

Speak of devils, and you’ll meet one. At least, that’s what my batty grandma used to say...

“Dane?” she said softly. “Are you okay?”

“Never better!”

Tina came near. She smiled at me. “Did you get a job here, too?”

“I sure did. You must have put in the good word for me.”

She shook her head, making her hair bounce. She smiled at my arms as she took my blood pressure and the rest. It was nice to have kind hands touching me again. It had been awhile…

“I didn’t even know you’d applied,” she said. “But I’m glad you’re here.”

Then, she glanced up at the rift. It was shimmering and showing an alien planet. She frowned. “Don’t tell me you’re going out… there.”

“Guilty.”

“But you only just got hired! What the hell kind of a training regimen is this?”

I forced a smile. “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine. I’ll be back tomorrow, they say.”

“Your vitals are stable,” Tina said, studying the readout. “But you’re still healing. You shouldn’t be exerting yourself so soon.”

I shook my head, pushing myself off the exam table. “It’s a job, you know? Colonists need some help. That’s what they hired me to do. Get myself torn up by alien bugs. Someone has to do it.”

Tina winced and looked at me. Her eyes were all squinty. “Dane… it seems unfair. You already saved my butt a dozen times back at the labs.”

At her words, I couldn’t help but visualize that butt of hers she’d mentioned… I wouldn’t mind saving it a few more times. That was the part that was about to suck—to suck hard. I was going off-world through some portal to some backwater colony world. By the time I came home, she’d probably be parked in some other clown’s bed.

But I didn’t let on what I was thinking.

“Hey,” I said, forcing a smile. “You know me. I’m too stubborn to die.”

She threw her arms around me suddenly, squeezing tight. I patted her back awkwardly.

Tina pulled away, her eyes shining. “I just wanted to thank you. For getting me out of the Complex. For everything that happened... and for recommending me for this job. I know you did.”

I frowned. “Tina, I didn’t—”

But she was already backing away, waving. “Your vitals are all good—perfect. I’ve got to run. They want me in the med center ASAP.”

“But we’ll catch up later—when I get back, right?” I asked.

Tina nodded, but I got the impression she was upset. She didn’t want me to go off to some alien world, I guess. I couldn’t blame her for that. I wasn’t too keen on it, either.

And then she was gone, disappearing into the depths of the command center.

Dom appeared as she exited. He followed her with his eyes. I could tell he liked what he saw as much as I did—maybe more.

My eyes filled with dark suspicion about the way Dom had brought up Tina to me. He’d used her to lever me into this job—as had Brandt. Now, I was hearing that Tina thought I’d brought up her name to Dom.

Something was at the heart of this tangled, stinking mess. It went by the name of Dom Serrano.

“What the hell, Dom? I never recommended her for anything.”

He shrugged, that infuriating smirk still plastered on his face. “No, you didn’t. But I knew you’d want her here. And XCU needed a nurse. Our medical people tend to quit often.”

I took a step forward, my fists clenched at my sides. “So you lied to her? Made her think I vouched for her?”

Dom held up his hands, palms out. “Easy, Tanner. It’s not a lie. Not really. You would have recommended her if I’d asked. We both know that.”

I wanted to argue. To tell him he was full of shit. But I couldn’t. Because he was right. I would have recommended Tina in a heartbeat.

I forced myself to take a deep breath. To unclench my fists. “Fine. But if anything happens to her...”

Dom’s smirk widened. “Relax, Tanner. She’s not the one to worry about. Her pretty ass will be safe and sound here on Earth. You’re the one who’s shipping out to some pile of rocks in the vicinity of Spica.”

“All right. But I’m holding you personally responsible for her safety.”

Dom clapped me on the shoulder. “Of course. You have my word.”

After Dom left, I eyed the portal. It was kind of freaky to think I could just step out and vanish to another world. It wasn’t time yet, of course. Getting ready, prepping everything just right for a transmission—it always seemed to take forever.

Eventually, another guy from my past showed up. The door slid open again and Phil Jenkins walked in. His eyes fixed on a datapad in his hands. He looked up and grinned when he saw me.

“Dane! Seriously? They said you were back, but… I didn’t expect to see you on the launchpad tonight!”

“Good to see you too, man.” Phil was one of the few people in this place I actually liked. Kid was smart as a whip and had a heart of gold. He was the kind that didn’t belong in a viper pit like XCU.

Phil set the datapad down on the table. “Same old, same old. Just making sure everything’s ready for your jump.”

I nodded, watching as he moved around the lab, checking readings and making adjustments. Phil was the only one I actually trusted to make sure the equipment was up to snuff. He actually gave a damn.

“Remember that time that Capellan beast got in here?” I asked, the memory suddenly surfacing.

Phil chuckled, shaking his head. “How could I forget? We were almost bug chow.”

I grinned, remembering the look on his face when he’d burst into the room, pulse rifle blazing. He missed, sure… but the kid had balls.

“Hook me up, and don’t cross the wires this time,” I told him.

Waving a hand, he dismissed the comment. “I haven’t done that since Wednesday.”

Would I call Phil a friend…? Yeah, I guess so.

Friends. The word felt foreign on my tongue. I didn’t have many of those these days. But Phil was definitely on that short list.

He pointed at my flimsy paper suit, the material crinkled when you touched it. “You know about that get-up, right? It’s designed to burn away during transmission.”

I raised an eyebrow, eyeing the suit skeptically. “Am I getting burned, too? I’m not an overly sensitive, guy, but…”

Phil grinned, patting me on the shoulder. “Trust me, it’ll do the job. The lab-gadget boys downstairs did a good job. This way we can get the field envelope much tighter, which reduces the transmission costs by almost half.”

Budgets. Everything was about budgets.

“Time to put on the monkey-suit, Dane,” he said, “We’re doing this.”

Grumbling, I stripped down and slipped into the paper outfit. The material was clingy. It adhered to my skin like a second layer. It felt strange, almost like I was wearing nothing at all. I could tell it wasn’t really paper—paper would have been rougher and thicker.

“All right,” Phil said, handing me a small armband next. “This will monitor your vitals and make sure everything goes smoothly.”

I slipped the armband on. It pulsated with tiny vibrations on my bicep.

Phil walked away, then. He hid behind a radiation shield. I didn’t get anything like that, nothing protective. I had to wonder how many rads I was getting when I took one of these tours to the stars. They’d never wanted to give me a number—but the dose had to be high.

The warning lights flashed as the portal whirred to life. It took a long time to warm up. Dr. Renn finally showed up, his face twisted in a scowl. He rushed over to the control panel, his fingers flying over imaginary buttons.

Great… I hoped I wasn’t in line for another lecture from Dr. Know-It-All.

“Tanner!” Renn shouted over the growing whirring sound coming from the machinery. “The portal is about to open. Get yourself into position! The portal will be very brief, you must not hesitate!”

More budget cuts?

“Just don’t fry me,” I said, forcing a grin.

“Do not let your fears grip you,” Renn said, making me frown all over again. “This is a normal procedure. Pretend I’m your X-ray tech—or maybe your gynecologist. Someone you trust implicitly.”

My face scrunched up. “I’d rather not.”

I stepped up to what we called “home plate.” It was a triangular pad directly in front of the growing rift. One big step—that was all it would take to launch myself into the portal. The key was to keep a steady, natural pace of forward movement. You didn’t want to dive through or step through slowly. You wanted to keep the speed even. You also didn’t want to try to go backward once you were partway in. That would lead to a big red stain all over the tiles.

The portal pulsed and throbbed, the light growing so bright it hurt my squinting eyes. It looked like a high-tech blender, ready to chop me into tiny pieces.

This is insane, I kept thinking. I must be out of my goddamn mind…

I always thought that. Every time. You couldn’t not think that.

Phil appeared at my side then, surprising me. He’d stepped out from behind his protective shield. What the hell had gone wrong?

He handed me something heavy and metal, pressing it into my palm.

“You’re going to need this.” His whisper was barely audible over the roar of the machine. “Things are worse out there than they’re letting on. Just don’t be an asshole and tell anyone how you got it.”

I looked down. It was my buzzblade, the weapon I’d been directed to leave behind. I glanced back up at Phil, but he had raced away, slipping behind his big blocky shield again.

My fingers tightened around the hilt of the blade. Damn, I liked the kid better than ever, now. He had just risked his job, and maybe even irradiated his balls, to give me a better fighting chance.

“The rift is opening…” Renn shouted. “It is stable… now!”

Turning back to the rift, I hesitated. I hate to admit it. I’ve done this a dozen times in the past, going out to other, distant worlds. Bypassing all the nonsense about starships and years in frozen sleep-tanks. This was the only way Earth could quickly interact with her colonies—too bad it cost enough power to run a city for a year to send out a single, naked man.

“Tanner!” Dr. Renn shouted again, almost howling with desperation. “We’re burning money, man! Get your posterior into that portal!”

Steeling myself, I lifted my right foot off the pad. I began the forward motion. Once I made contact with the field, there was no turning back. It was like diving off a cliff—a drop that reached all the way across the blackness of interstellar space.

My foot made contact with the field. It was tangible, like a soap bubble made of static electricity. Committed now, I moved forward. The light of the portal washed over me. It felt like I was stepping into the sun.

And then I was gone, swallowed up by the universe.


Chapter 7

Heat hit me like a physical blow. First, it hit my hand, so I dropped my buzzblade. I was left shaking my fingers. Transmission between star systems with metal objects didn’t go well. The knife hadn’t quite gotten glowing hot, but it was more than uncomfortable. Like when you lit a match and held onto it for too long until it got down to your fingertips.

I quickly became aware of more heat. Haven-7 was like a blast furnace already. I squinted up into the harsh glaring sun. It was a K-class orangey dwarf, closer than our own sun, but slightly dimmer.

The sky matched the sun. It was a sickly yellow, and the bloated orange ball hanging low on the horizon looked too big. Everything looked… wrong…

My eyes were slowly adjusting to the alien landscape. The ground was a patchwork of rust-colored sand and jagged rocks.

I looked in the opposite direction, over my shoulder. Yep, I’d guessed it. More rocks. What a surprise. They stretched out as far as the eye could see.

So… this was Haven-7? Looked like a real shithole to me.

I wiped the very first drop of sweat from my brow. Looking down at myself, I noted with displeasure that I was indeed almost entirely nude. The papery suit had burned away, leaving only a few dark wisps that still clung to my body hair.

That might have been the whole point of it. If I hadn’t worn anything, Dr. Renn might have singed off every shred of fur on my carcass. Cheap bastards.

I started walking, my feet kicking up clouds of dust with each step. The air was dry, but it was easy to breathe. I followed a narrow path that wound through the hills, and the rocks got bigger. They soon cast long shadows in the fading light.

I didn’t care for the silence. It was broken only by the crunch of my footsteps and the occasional gust of wind. After a while, I came to a stream. The water was clear and cool, a welcome relief from the oppressive heat. I knelt down and splashed some on my face, savoring the feeling of it against my skin.

Looking around, I hoped to see something I could use as clothing. Anything would have been nice—but there wasn’t any sign of human habitation. Even the plants let me down. Instead of leaves they all looked like bundles of spines. Seeing some trees downstream, I decided to follow the waterway, hoping it would lead me to some sort of civilization or at least a place to rest for the night.

I hadn’t gone a mile when I heard the distinctive crack of a thunderbolt rifle. A lot of colonists used such weapons for hunting. They were railguns, essentially. They fired one powerful slug the size of a pebble accelerated to very high muzzle velocities. Colonists liked them because they could fire anything—even a small rock. That way, you didn’t even have to have the engineering capacity to make bullets.

Additionally, no one ever ran out of rocks. Not even on the worst colony worlds.

The round struck a boulder nearby. There was a puff of grit and dust along with a sound like a hammer hitting stone.

I hit the dirt and scrambled behind the boulder, pressing my back against the rough stone.

Shit... Someone was already taking potshots at me? I’d been here less than five minutes…

I peeked out from behind the boulder, scanning the surrounding hills for any sign of movement. Nothing. Whoever had fired that shot wasn’t showing themselves.

Trading one rock for another, I circled around, keeping low to the ground.

That’s when I saw her. A girl, riding on some kind of two-legged mechanical walker. She was coming to investigate the results of her shot, eyes sharp and alert.

I watched her from my hiding spot, taking in every detail. She was young, maybe early twenties, with tanned skin and a lean, athletic build. Her dark hair was pulled back in a tight braid, exposing the graceful curve of her neck. She moved with a fluid grace, her body perfectly in sync with the walker’s movements. It was clear she was no city girl.

She was also a serious bitch. Obviously, she’d been born and bred on this craptastic planet, so when she saw a naked stranger on her property, she took a potshot at him.

Damn… I smiled. She was kind of hot, in a cowgirl sort of way.

I flanked her, creeping closer, keeping low to the ground. Spines and shit stabbed my hands and knees, but I barely winced. The girl was still scanning the hills, her rifle at the ready. She had no idea I was behind her at this point.

It was time to introduce myself.

I lunged forward, grabbing her from behind. She let out a startled yelp. I wrenched the rifle from her hands and tossed it aside. She struggled against my grip and almost got free, but I held her tight. She was a little thing but a force to be reckoned with.

“Easy there, Miss,” I growled in her ear. “I’m not gonna hurt you.”

She stopped struggling, but I could feel her rough breathing. Her body was still tense, but, I loosened my grip slightly, keeping my hands on her.

“Why the hell were you shooting at me?” I demanded.

She craned around to face me, her eyes blazing with anger. “You’re an obvious bandit,” she spat, a straight lock of hair hung in front of one eye. “Or maybe just a crazy drifter. Either way, you don’t belong here.”

It was a reasonable opinion, but I still felt like she was overreacting. “Do I look like a bandit to you, Miss?”

She looked me up and down, taking in my disheveled appearance. “You look like a naked lunatic—but you sure as hell don’t look like a settler. And you’re definitely not Techborn.”

“Techborn?”

She gave me a really weird look, and I knew I was blowing it. Techborn… right, Brandt had said something about those assholes. They were the tyrants that ran this rock.

“Look, I’m not here to cause trouble,” I said. I let her go and held up my hands in a placating gesture. “I was robbed, and I’m lost.”

She narrowed her eyes at me, obviously not convinced. “Nobody just wanders out of the bush on Haven-7. Especially not naked, alone or unarmed—just pick any of those.”

I glanced at the rifle lying in the dirt a few feet away. “Are you accustomed to murdering every stranger you see? You could’ve killed me with that thunderbolt of yours.”

She followed my gaze and took a step towards the weapon, but I stepped in front of her, blocking her path.

“Look, Mister, if I’d wanted you dead, you’d be dead. That was a warning shot.”

Thinking that over, I believed her. She’d had the drop on me, and I hadn’t been a hard target. I’d have to play the game like a paranoid escaped prisoner on this planet.

She glared at me, her jaw clenched tight. I could tell she was weighing her options, trying to decide if she could take me in a fight. I hoped she didn’t get herself hurt trying.

I kept my eyes locked on hers, not daring to blink. She was sizing me up, trying to decide if she could take me down. That wasn’t going to happen, but I was impressed she’d even consider it.

“The name’s Tanner,” I said. “Dane Tanner. And you are?”

She hesitated for a moment, then replied, “Megan Quinn.”

I gave her my best encouraging smile. It wasn’t returned. “Well, Megan Quinn, it seems we got off on the wrong foot. How about we start over?”

She raised an eyebrow, her expression skeptical. “Start over? You attacked me and stole my rifle.”

“Yeah, so? You shot at me first. I was just defending myself. How about we start fresh a third time?”

She scoffed, rolling her eyes. “This is my land. Besides, sneaking up on someone and grabbing them from behind isn’t self-defense.”

This line of crap made me crack a smile. I couldn’t help it. The girl had an attitude, and I liked it.

Her eyes traveled down my body. It seemed like she’d just noticed something important. “Uh, Tanner? I appreciate you trying to be all civilized, but you know you’re buck-naked… right?”

She was right, of course. I was standing with my dick out in the breeze.

“I told you…” I said. “Bandits.”

“Right… Can I go to my walker now? Or am I your prisoner?”

I considered for a few seconds, then gestured for her to walk ahead of me. I had my buzzblade—and pretty much nothing else. It was more than enough if she tried to pull another weapon out of her saddle.

Megan reached for a saddle blanket draped over her walker and tossed it to me. “Here, wrap yourself up in this. I’ve seen enough.”

I caught the blanket and quickly wrapped it around my waist. At least my dick was under something now. It was a start. I picked up the thunderbolt, and she eyed that unhappily.

“Since we’re friends now, can I have my gun back?” she asked.

I hesitated. Her tone indicated she was humoring a freak, or maybe a lost retard. I kind of liked having a real gun in my hands, but I also didn’t want to piss her off any more than I already had. So far, she was the only person on Haven-7 I’d come into contact with.

“Tell you what,” I said. “You help me find some clothes and a place to crash for the night, and I’ll give you your rifle back. Deal?”

Megan considered my offer for a moment, then nodded reluctantly. “Fine. But don’t try anything funny, Tanner. I’m watching you.”

I grinned, my eyes twinkling with mischief. “Wouldn’t dream of it, Miss Quinn.”

She climbed up on her walker and led the way. She didn’t gallop off and leave me, either. Maybe she wasn’t the cast iron bitch I’d been suspecting.

We headed downstream, following the winding path of the water. Megan rode her walker while I hoofed it alongside her. The sun beat down on us, relentless and unforgiving.

“So, what’s the deal with this… uh… county?” I asked, trying to make conversation.

“What’s a county? This is Fishjumper Lake.”

“Okay… a town, then? What’s it like?”

She looked at me like I was crazy. I guess I should have memorized the entire briefing—but I’d never been given to over-focusing on the details. This colony was small, and probably every adult on this planet knew every town by heart.

Still looking at me strangely, Megan explained. “It’s a small settlement. Mostly farmers and fishermen. We keep to ourselves, here.”

I tried to be impressed. “Sounds nice.”

She glared at me, taking instant insult. “You must be an escaped servant of the Techborn, but how could an ex-slave sneer at honest Dusters?”

“Uh…”

She kept going, turning her speech into a rant. “We lead a hard life, sure, but it’s honest. Not like the Techborn, and their fancy gadgets. You’re not even a real Techborn. Stop acting like you’re superior to anyone.”

Techborn again? Every planet had assholes, I guess. I wondered what their deal was.

“You know a guy named Preacher Silas?” I asked, trying to get her off topic and sound casual.

Megan stiffened, her hands tightening on the reins of her walker. “I’ve heard of him. But I haven’t seen him around, lately.”

I raised an eyebrow. “No confession for you, huh?”

She shot me a look. “I don’t need to confess anything to anyone. Especially not some stranger who shows up naked and steals my rifle.”

Touché, I thought. I was really starting to like Megan Quinn.

We walked in silence for a while, so the only sounds were the crunching of our footsteps and the buzzing and creaking of Megan’s walker. Finally, we reached the outskirts of Fishjumper Lake.

It was a small, ramshackle settlement. A cluster of two dozen buildings hugging a central square. As we walked down the main street, I noticed people starting to disappear. Doors slammed shut, windows were hastily covered.

What the hell? My bullshit-detector was ringing loudly.

It soon turned out my instincts were spot-on. I heard the click of a bolt being pulled back and cocked behind me. I froze, my face showing irritation. These colonists were sneaky.

“Don’t move,” a gruff voice ordered.

I slowly raised my hands, cursing myself for letting my guard down. I turned around, coming face to face with a man in leather with a wide-brimmed hat.

He also had a shredder in his hand. That was a short-barreled submachine gun. Big slugs, low velocity. They were built for use on spaceships, as they didn’t have the punch to knock a hole in the metal hull of a starship. They could do a number on the human body, however—especially at short range.

“Tanner? Meet our town’s Lawman. Eli Morrow,” Megan said. She sounded triumphant.

Lawman? Every planet had cops—and robbers. I guess that was part of the human condition. If you put a hundred of us on an island, you’d soon have both types. It was only a matter of sorting people out by their natures.

“Drop the rifle,” Morrow ordered, his grey eyes fixed on me.

I hesitated for a moment, weighing my options, but I knew I was outgunned and outmaneuvered. I let Megan’s rifle fall to the ground, raising my hands in surrender.

“All right, boss,” I said. “Don’t panic. You got me.”

Megan moved quick, snatching up her thunderbolt rifle before I could react. She gave me a smirk. I figured she was still butthurt about having been grabbed from behind.

“Thanks for carrying my rifle, Tanner. You’re a real gentleman.”

I realized I’d been played. This little minx had set me up from the start. She’d led me right to where she knew I’d be caught and arrested.

Megan then proceeded to dump on my reputation. I was a naked bandit from the bush. Naturally, as she was the local, I wasn’t believed.

Morrow spun a finger, and I turned around. He jabbed his shredder into my back, right between my shoulder blades. The message was clear: no funny business.

“Move,” he growled.

I didn’t have much choice. Morrow marched me down the dusty street at gunpoint. The few people still out and about scattered like roaches when the lights came on. Nobody wanted to get involved.

We reached the jailhouse. It was a squat, ugly building that looked even worse than most of the others. Morrow showed me a cage inside. The bars were rusted and the floor was covered in filth. The place smelled like sweat, piss, and despair.

“Get in there,” Morrow ordered.

I hesitated, eyeing the pathetic excuse for a cell. This was no way to treat a guest. I considered pulling a move on him—that might lead to a quick death, but that could be better than a slow one behind bars.

The lawman jammed the shredder into my back again, harder this time. I stumbled forward, into the cage. The door slammed shut behind me with a clang that sounded like the end of the world.

I turned around, gripping the bars. Morrow stood there eyeing me with curiosity.

“Welcome to Fishjumper Lake, Tanner. Enjoy your stay.”

He turned and walked away, leaving me alone in my little slice of hell. I slumped against the bars. How the hell was I going to get out of this one? I had no weapons, no allies, and no clue what I was up against.

Megan and Morrow had the upper hand, and they were all full of themselves right now, but one thing was for sure: I couldn’t get my job done standing in this piss-stained cage. I took my role as an XCU field officer seriously, so as I saw it, there was only one option. Find a way to come out on top.

The lawman was playing with my buzzblade, twirling it in his fingers like a damn baton.

“Can’t have you wrecking the cage with this, now can we?” he said, a smug grin on his face.

I bit back a retort. This guy was really starting to piss me off.

“So, what’s the deal with Megan Quinn?” I asked, trying to sound casual. “Does she always shoot first and ask questions later?”

Eli shrugged, leaning against the wall. “Megan’s a tough one. She’s been through a lot. She isn’t the… trusting type.”

I filed that information away for later. “And the Preacher? Silas? You know where I can find him?”

Eli’s eyes narrowed, his grip tightening on the buzzblade. “Why are you asking about the Preacher? You’re some kind of Techborn spy, aren’t you?”

I scoffed, shaking my head. “Do I look like a damn Techborn to you?”

Eli looked me up and down, taking in my naked, filthy appearance. “You sure as hell don’t look like a settler. And you’re not from around here, that’s for damn sure.”

I stayed silent, not wanting to reveal too much. I didn’t even know if these people were aware of XCU. I sure as hell wasn’t going to be the one to tell them.

Eli sighed, tossing a bundle of clothes through the bars. “Here, put these on. Can’t have you walking around here bare-ass naked.”

I caught the clothes, examining them skeptically. They were old and worn, but they were better than nothing.

As I pulled on the pants and shirt, Eli watched me closely. “I don’t know what your game is, Tanner. But I’ll figure it out.”

Happy to have a real shirt—dirty or not—I buttoned it up immediately. “Duly noted, boss.”

Eli turned to leave, but he paused at the door. “Tanner? There’s word we might have a visitation tonight.”

“Techborn?”

“That’s right. If that goes well, and you don’t turn out to be a spy for them, I might let you out of that cage.”

“That would be appreciated, sir.”

With that, he was gone, leaving me alone in the cell.

A visitation? That sounded weird. What did the Techborn want with a shitty fishing village on the edge of nowhere? Local politics… the worst kind.

I rattled my cage, testing every weld. Maybe, with time…

But no. I wasn’t going to try to escape—it might not even be necessary. For now, all I could do was wait and hope.

I leaned back against the wall, closing my eyes. Here I was on a chaotic world with everything already going to pieces, and I’d barely even gotten started.


Chapter 8

Hours later, darkness fell. I was fed a mashed paste of—you guessed it—fish.

Trying to make friends, I talked to Eli, who turned out to be my chef, companion and captor all rolled into one. You had to wear a lot of hats in a rat box town like Fishjumper Lake.

The lawman held up a hand, cutting me off mid-sentence. He cocked his head, listening intently. Something had caught his attention outside.

“What…?” I began.

He put a finger to his lips, signaling for me to keep quiet. I shut my mouth, watching as he crept towards the door. He rested a weathered hand on his holstered shredder.

He slipped outside, leaving me alone in the cage. I strained my ears, trying to hear what had spooked him. But there was only silence.

I paced the small cell, my mind racing. What the hell was going on out there? Had the Techborn arrived? Or was it something else?

Suddenly, the silence was shattered by distant shouts and the unmistakable sound of gunfire. I gripped the bars, my teeth showing. Something was going down. And I was stuck in this damn cage, helpless.

The door burst open, and Megan came running in, her face flushed and her eyes wild. She grabbed a rifle off the wall and flipped it on with confident hands.

“What the hell is happening?” I demanded.

She ignored me, focused on her weapon. I slammed my hand against the bars, making her jump.

“Megan! Talk to me, damn it!”

The girl finally looked at me, her expression grim. “We’re under attack. The Techborn asked for… too much. Negotiations fell apart. I think… I think we’re joining the rebels, Tanner.”

“The rebels?”

I saw a single glistening tear on her cheek. “We wanted to stay out of the war. We didn’t even take a vote, or anything. We just refused them—and the shooting started. People are running off—”

“Let me out of here,” I said, gripping the bars of the cage. “I can help.”

Megan shook her head. “No way. For all I know, you’re scouting for them.”

I gritted my teeth. “I’m not spying for anyone. I’m just as screwed as you are if they catch me. Don’t leave me unarmed!”

She hesitated, looking torn. Another volley of shredder fire made the decision for her.

“Fine,” she snapped. “But if you are working for them, I’ll put a bullet in you myself.”

“Just give me my damn knife,” I said. “I need something to defend myself with.”

Megan reached up to a hook on the wall and took down my buzzblade. She tossed it on the floorboards near the cage, just out of reach. Then, she ran off.

I stretched my arm through the bars, straining to grab it. My fingertips brushed the hilt. “Come on, come on…”

It’s funny how your limbs can stretch farther than you think they can—if you really need them to. I finally snagged it, pulling it back into the cage with me. The familiar weight of the knife in my hand was a comfort. I flicked it on, feeling the vibration as the blade hummed to life.

The corners of the cage were held together with steel cables. I applied the knife and sparks flew.

My knife wasn’t made with colonial steel. This baby was Earth-forged, high tech. Top of the line. The blade was vibrating so fast it was a blur. The metal turned red hot, then white. Molten drops sizzled on the floor.

Sweat beaded on my forehead. Every second counted. The cables were thin and old—they all gave way in less than a minute. One wall of the cage fell with a crash. I climbed out like a tiger escaping the zoo.

I snuck out of the jailhouse into chaos. Shredder fire ripped through the air. I could hear the slugs as they zipped past. Spotting the enemy and counting heads, I knew straight-off this fight was hopeless.

The Techborn guys looked like pros, and they probably outnumbered the townies. Worse, I could see the greenish glow of nightgear. They could see in the dark.

Megan had taken cover behind an old cargo module, popping up to return fire in the direction of the road. I could see lights out there, movement. I ducked behind the jailhouse wall. I skirted the building until I came up behind Megan.

She whirled around, alarmed. I was a big, stealthy guy with a buzzblade in my hand. She swung her rifle around, but yelped in fear when I swatted it out of her hands. Then, she recognized me.

“This is it, then?” she whispered. “Why didn’t you just murder me the first time?”

“‘Cause I hadn’t heard you talk, yet. Come on—and bring your gun.”

I turned away. She hesitated, but then grabbed the rifle and followed. I took her away from town, down toward the rickety docks and the quiet, lapping lake.

“I don’t want to leave my town.”

“You’re not going to win a stand-up fight against these guys. We’ve got to pull out before they encircle your town. Later on, you can harass them at range.”

“That’s the coward’s way.”

I shrugged. “It’s your funeral. I’m leaving.”

She cursed at my back—but then, she followed. I smiled. No one liked being left alone to die.

The Techborn had a plan. They were moving to surround the town, forming a half-circle with the lake to the back. Some people were already getting into boats, casting off—but that wasn’t going too well. I saw a guy slump over his oars, shot in the back before he’d made it a hundred yards.

Slipping around another building, we came up behind two Techborn. They were my first.

The snipers crouched in the shadows, their eyes hidden behind glowing night vision goggles. They scanned the dark surface of Fishjumper Lake, searching for targets. Flashes of muzzle fire lit the night as they coldly gunned down helpless civilians trying to escape in small boats. Screams of terror and pain carried across the water.

I charged them—because I had to. At the last second, they spun to face me. They dropped their thunderbolts and unholstered their shredders, raising them to aim at me.

I didn’t hesitate. I lunged at the first one, my blade slicing through his goggles and his skull like butter. Sparks flew when the blade hit a buckle. He flopped back, gushing dark blood.

The other one fired, large slugs thumping into the jailhouse wall behind me. I dove to the side, rolling behind a stack of crates. Wood splintered as he stitched a line of fire across my cover.

I risked a peek around the edge. He was advancing, finger tight on the trigger. I had to time this just right.

I counted his steps. Waited until he was almost on top of me. Then I exploded from cover, my blade flashing.

I took his hand off at the wrist. The shredder clattered to the ground. He screamed, staring at the spurting stump in disbelief. I buried my blade in his chest, feeling it punch through armor and bone. Hot blood sprayed my face.

He was still making noise, so I silenced him with a slash across the throat. He went down gurgling, blood pooling around his head.

Megan had watched all this, and she seemed stunned. “You just slaughtered those two… I’ve never seen a man fight like that.”

I stood there panting, adrenaline surging through my veins. Two down—but I couldn’t kill them all. It was time to get out of here.

“Come on,” I said, and she followed me. I noticed she was right on my tail now and no longer cursing me every step of the way. Apparently, I’d impressed her.

The two dead men created a hole in the enemy line. We went through it and got behind their shrinking cordon.

Some of the buildings were on fire, now. The scene was chaotic. Flying metal from shredders filled the air. People screamed and ran for cover.

At the edge of town, we found Eli, the lawman. He was down in the dirt, blood pooling around him. His shredder lay beside him, just out of reach.

I didn’t hesitate. I ran to him, scooping up the fallen weapon. It was still warm from firing. I checked the magazine. Half full. Better than nothing.

Turning back toward town, I reconsidered my retreat. I could kill a lot of these fuckers…

The Techborn were marching into Fishjumper Lake like they owned the place, now. In the ratty central square, a squad of them stood, all gleaming metal and cold eyes.

They weren’t alone, either. With them were creatures I’d never seen before. Huge, hulking beasts with leathery skin and bony protrusions.

Recalling the long, boring briefings I knew what I was looking at. Tuskers, they were called. Human-alien hybrids. The Techborn bred them as shock-troops and used them like hounds to hunt down escaped prisoners.

But it was a shock to see how big they were in person. Never had a man grown to such a size naturally. They reminded me of legends about trolls, or ogres…

Genetically engineered soldiers, that’s what they were. Bred for war and guard duty.

These hulking creatures had a master. He was all in black armor. He had a face like carved stone, all hard angles and sharp edges.

“That’s Commandant Thorne Hask,” Megan whispered to me. “The leader of this invasion. A butcher when he doesn’t get his way.”

I heard a click, and looked toward her.

Megan was aiming carefully. Her intent was clear. She was going to nail Hask—I could hardly blame her for wanting to do that.

We watched as they started shaking down the town. Kicking in doors, dragging people out into the street. They were rounding up prisoners, I realized. Probably to work in their sludge tanks.

Anger boiled up inside me. These were innocent people. Farmers, traders, families. They didn’t deserve this.

Megan’s thunderbolt cracked. It was incredibly loud, being close to my ear at the time.

Hask spun around, hitting the dirt. He got up again, to his knees. Megan was going for another shot, but the troops were scrambling. They were going to find us real soon.

I snatched the rifle out of her hands and ran off into the night. Again, Megan was left chasing after me, cursing at me.

We reached the tree line and plunged into what passed for a forest on Haven-7. Branches whipped at my face as I ran. My lungs burned with the effort.

A small fist thudded into my ear. It hurt, but not too much.

“You didn’t let me kill him!”

“I know that kind,” I told her. “If you’d finished him, his troops would have killed everyone in the town. Be glad he was wearing armor.”

“Give me my rifle back! Again!”

I considered it. “Okay, but don’t engage enemy forces without an order from me.”

“Fuck you!”

Nope. Not the attitude I was hoping for. She was too emotional about this, and she was going to get us both killed. I held onto her rifle and ran off into the trees, circling around the lake. She crashed after me, hissing bad words.

A roar cut her off. Two Tuskers came crashing through the trees, heading right for us. Hask must have sent them to flush us out.

Megan tore her rifle from my hands, and I let her. She swung it up to her shoulder, sighting on the lead Tusker. She fired and its head exploded in a spray of bone and gore.

But then, the second one was in close. It had charged, moving with the speed of a running hound. I raised my shredder, peppering the monster with slugs. It stumbled but kept coming, roaring in rage.

It slammed into Megan like a freight train, knocking her to the ground. Her rifle went flying. The Tusker wrapped one meaty clawed hand around her throat, choking the life out of her.

I leaped onto the creature’s back, buzzblade in hand. It bucked and thrashed, trying to throw me off.

I hung on tight, bringing my blade around on its neck. Once, twice, three times. Hot blood sprayed my face as I sawed through muscle and bone.

The Tusker gurgled and went limp, toppling to the side. I rolled off the stinking corpse, panting for breath.

Megan lay in the dirt, gasping. I knelt beside her, checking for injuries.

“You okay?”

She nodded, rubbing her bruised throat. “I’ll live. Thanks for the save.”

I slung my shredder over my shoulder and hauled Megan to her feet. She swayed, unsteady. She’d lost some blood. I had to get her out of here.

She whistled, a low long sound that resembled some kind of nightbird.

“Hush, are you crazy?” I demanded, slapping a crusty hand over her mouth. She struggled, but couldn’t break my grip.

Something came from around the lake. It was big, and it was noisy, pushing through the trees and… clanking?

It was her walker. I let go of her, and she spat on the ground. “You got tusker blood in my mouth. Disgusting.”

“Sorry…”

The walker stood near, shifting restlessly. I half-carried, half-dragged her over to it. The thing buzzed as we approached, eyeing me warily.

“Easy,” I said. “I’m a friend.”

I heaved Megan onto the walker’s back. Whatever simple AI the thing had running its brain allowed this. I climbed up behind her, wrapping an arm around her waist to keep her steady.

Megan took the reins. “Hold on,” she said. “This is going to be a bumpy ride.”

She dug her heels into the walker’s sides. It leaped forward, galloping away from the carnage. We rode in the dark for an hour, not daring to turn on the walker’s headlights. Megan’s body pressed up against my chest with every bouncing step. It was nice, but I tried not to think about it. This wasn’t the time.

We had to find shelter and get her patched up. I scanned the horizon, looking for somewhere to hide.

I saw a rocky outcropping jutting up from the desert floor. It would have to do.

I pointed out the spot. Megan steered the walker towards it, urging more speed. The wind whipped at my face.

We reached the rocks, and she reined the walker to a stop. I slid off its back, pulling Megan with me. She grunted in pain when I softly lowered her to the ground.

Propping her up against a boulder, I dared turn on a light to check her wounds. Her neck was bruised up, but the blood was from a gash in her thigh. I pulled her pants off, revealing an unsurprisingly tight set of tanned legs.

She didn’t complain about this, she knew she could use some help right now. I figured that, by this time, she’d started trusting me.

I ripped strips from the bottom of my shirt, using them to bind her injuries. It wasn’t pretty, but it would have to do for now.

“Dane?” she said, watching me work. “Where’d you learn to do medical stuff?”

Naturally, I’d undergone a number of trainings in survival and battlefield first aid. You couldn’t go around wandering the cosmos for long without getting injured.

“My mom was a medicine woman.”

She laughed. “What a lie. I don’t know what to believe from you.”

I didn’t answer, and she didn’t press the point.

Taking a squirt of wine from a leather flagon that I’d found on her saddlebags, I offered her some. She took it as well.

Finally, she spoke again. “I could have finished Hask. You should have let me.”

“Maybe…”

I settled down beside her, my back against the same rock. A warm rock can feel good if you’re tired enough. I let Eli’s shredder rest on my knees. There were only a few rounds left in it, but that was better than nothing.

I let my eyes scan the night, watching for trouble.

We’d gotten away, but just barely. Hask was still out there. I had a hunch he was still hunting us. A guy who wore fancy armor and liked to line up his men to show them off—that kind of guy was prideful.

And I was pretty sure we’d stung his pride. He probably wouldn’t stop until he had our heads on pikes.


Chapter 9

It was a long night. After a brief rest, during which I slept for about twenty minutes, I jerked awake when some tiny sound jolted my already frazzled nerves.

I scanned the alien forest, my shredder at the ready.

The trees were unlike anything I’d ever seen back on Earth. Twisted trunks and gnarled branches, leaves in shades of purple and blue. The air was thick with strange scents - musty, sweet, and something else I couldn’t quite place.

“This place isn’t safe,” Megan said. “They can see us up here.”

“Where, then?”

Megan led the way to a better spot to camp sometime after midnight. Her steps sure and silent, but she was limping a bit. She knew these woods, how the land was shaped and what it hid before we topped a rise. I followed close behind to keep track of her. Sometimes it was so dark we stumbled. Starlight isn’t much to go by, and Haven-7 had no significant moons.

The walker followed us, better able to deal with the steep terrain when we weren’t riding it.

We found a spot to make camp in a deep gully, hidden from view. The walls rose up on either side, providing cover. Megan said it was safe, that the floods only came in the rainy season.

I gathered some dry brush and started a small fire. We huddled close, speaking in whispers.

Megan pulled out a flask, poured a little on her injuries, then took a swig and passed it to me. This was stronger stuff than the wine. The liquor burned going down, but it helped ease the tension in my muscles.

She looked at me, her eyes glinting in the firelight. “I’m a rebel now,” she said, “and so are you.”

I shrugged noncommittally. I didn’t want to join sides in a civil war. That wasn’t what I was here for.

“You should join us, you know,” she said, speaking more urgently. “The Dusters. We could use a man like you.”

I shook my head. “I helped out tonight when bad things were happening, but I need to find the Preacher. That’s all.”

Megan snorted. “You think Silas has all the answers? He’s just an old man with big ideas. None of them worked out—not that I can see.”

“I’ll talk to him, then I’ll decide what to do next.”

She leaned back, taking another pull from the flask. “Suit yourself. But sooner or later, you’ll have to choose. There’s no staying neutral on Haven-7. My village was trying to do just that—no one cared.”

I didn’t reply. I just stared into the flames, lost in thought. Megan was right. She had just been sucked up in the worst kind of war, the kind where neighbors take up arms against one another.

But it wasn’t my problem. I was to find a lost XCU agent, and to get some answers without getting killed in the process.

The fire had burned down to embers by the time I woke with a start. I felt a sharp pain in my side. Megan had just kicked me. Hard.

I blinked up at her, trying to get my bearings. She was standing over me, naked as the day she was born. The only thing she had on was the crude bandage I’d tied around her thigh.

The dim light cast shadows across her lean, muscular frame.

“Did you touch me while I was out?” she demanded dangerously.

I sat up, rubbing my ribs where her foot had connected. “If I had, you’d know it.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Why didn’t you try? Am I not good enough for you?”

I almost laughed at the absurdity of the question. Megan was a fierce, beautiful woman. Any man would be lucky to have her. But I wasn’t about to take advantage of her in her sleep.

“For god’s sake, girl,” I said, getting to my feet. “Relax. I’m not one of your Techborn.”

She scoffed. “What are you, then? Some kind of celibate like the Preacher?”

This time I did laugh. “Hardly. I just have a little thing called respect.”

Megan looked at me like I was speaking a foreign language. Maybe “respect” was a foreign concept on Haven-7.

I grabbed my shirt and pulled it off. It was too hot to sleep fully dressed.

I could feel Megan’s intense gaze. Did she like what she was seeing or not? I wasn’t sure, but what I did know is I was getting tired of her crap. “Look, go to sleep. We’ll figure out what to do next in the morning—if we’re not dead yet.”

She stared at me for another long moment, then shrugged. “Fine.”

“I’m not asking for trust,” I said, settling back down by the dying fire. “Just a little cooperation until I find the Preacher.”

Megan didn’t reply. She just laid down, putting her back to me. Her butt was… completely bare. Was that normal on this planet? To sleep nude? Maybe so, due to the climate. Like those ancient Greeks who wore a robe—or nothing at all.

It was distracting to say the least. I sighed and closed my eyes, trying to quiet my racing thoughts.

I laid there, staring up at the alien stars. Every now and then, I glanced over at Megan. Her back was still turned to me. I couldn’t deny the attraction I felt, the primal pull of her. Life on this planet seemed to be short and brutal. You had to take your moments of pleasure where you could find them…

I reached out, my hand resting lightly on her shoulder. She tensed for a moment, then relaxed into my touch.

Oh… Now I got it. Finally…

I’d been a moron. She wanted to be touched—she just couldn’t say so. Different strokes for different folks… every planet did the whole courtship thing their own way.

I gently pulled her close, feeling the heat of her body against mine.

We came together under the starlit sky. It didn’t take long for us to become a tangle of limbs and sweat-slicked skin. She didn’t talk at all, not a word. That was nice.

Her body was a work of art, all lean muscle and tanned curves. It was the kind of body you only got by living on the land, working with your hands every day, all day.

I explored every inch of her, savoring the taste of her skin, the sound of her pleasure.

Nearby, her walker let out a series of odd mechanical chirps and whirs. I wondered if it could sense what was happening. Maybe it’s shitty AI was concerned for its mistress.

But then Megan’s lips found mine again and all thoughts of the machine vanished from my mind.

Later, we laid there in silence, catching our breath. I knew this changed things between us, but I didn’t regret it. In a place like Haven-7, you had to hold onto whatever moments of connection you could find.

* * *

The first rays of dawn filtered through the sparse trees, waking me up.

Something was off. The camp was too quiet. I rolled over, reaching for Megan, but my hand met empty air. She was gone.

Goddammit.

I sat up, scanning the camp. No sign of her. No sign of her walker either. Or the guns. She’d taken everything, leaving me with nothing but my buzzblade.

I cursed under my breath, knowing I shouldn’t have trusted her fully. She was a Duster, and she had her own ideas.

Climbing to my feet, I stretched out the kinks in my muscles. I had to keep moving. I had to find Silas and get some answers. Then maybe, just maybe, I’d track down Megan—if she was still alive at that point.

I started walking, picking a direction at random. Downhill seemed as good a bet as any. The forest thinned out as I went, giving way to rocky terrain and scrubby brush.

Hours passed. The fat orange sun climbed higher in the sky. My throat was parched, my stomach growling. I hadn’t eaten since yesterday. I needed to find water, food, shelter. In that order.

I crested a rise and saw a road cutting through the landscape below. That gave me a rare glimmer of hope. Roads meant people. And people meant supplies.

Following the road, my boots led me to a collection of buildings. A farm, from the looks of it.

As I got closer, I saw a name painted on a weathered sign. Gritstone Homestead. That name rang a bell. I’d heard about this place, probably from Dr. Renn.

Hadn’t there been a massacre here? The act that had started the Duster rebellion?

I approached cautiously, my hand on my buzzblade. It was quiet. No sounds of animals, no voices, no signs of life.

I smelled something bad right away. Pushing open the gate, I stepped into the yard. That’s when I saw the bodies. Dozens of them, strewn across the ground. Men, women, children. All of them dead.

Shot, stabbed, burned. It was a scene out of a nightmare. The stench of death hung heavy in the air.

I moved from body to body, checking for any signs of life. But there were none. They were all long dead. From the looks of it, some of the bodies had been taken. Dragged away, leaving trails of blood in the dirt.

Standing there, surrounded by death, I tried to make sense of it all. Why had the Techborn done this?

There were no obvious answers. All I knew is that I was alone, unarmed, and a long way from anything resembling safety. I had to keep moving, keep searching for the truth.

Because one thing was clear. Haven-7 was a powder keg waiting to blow. And I was standing right in the middle of it.


Chapter 10

I stood at the edge of Gritstone Homestead. What a frigging mess. I’d seen bad things, mind you. Sometimes… colonists go nuts. That’s just how it is. Humanity in general was prone to that, of course. Our history was peppered with butchery and debauchery…

Still, to see a civilian massacre firsthand—it was never easy.

These people were isolated. All colonists had to live in an environment that wasn’t natural to humankind. Things often went badly, and there was no law enforcement coming out from Earth to see that justice was done. Except for XCU, that is. Guys like me didn’t have the resources to fix things the right way, we had to do it on the cheap. That was especially true with all the sagging budgets back home.

The silence was total, except for the sighing of the wind. I wanted to get out of here—but I had to make sure I wasn’t overlooking some useful information.

After taking a few steps into the barnyard, something made me pause. A figure was approaching, a man in a pristine white suit. He looked out of place among the blood and dirt.

As he got closer, I saw the suit was covered in gadgets and devices. Sensors, scanners, who knows what else. This was no ordinary man. He was wearing a dust-repelling suit, he had to be. That kind of tech was rare on Earth, much less some dirt world out here on the edge of colonized space.

The fancy man stopped a few feet away, his eyes boring into me. They were cold, calculating, like he was dissecting me with his gaze.

“A visitor?” he said, smooth as silk. “I’ve been expecting you.”

I tensed, my hand inching towards my buzzblade. “Who are you?”

“Doctor Malcus Graven,” he replied. He had skinny hands, even in gloves. His face had sunken eyes and sunken cheeks. He looked almost like one of these corpses that littered the barnyard. “Who might you be?”

“The name is Tanner.”

He gave me a sickly-sweet smile that didn’t fit his face at all. “I have a proposition for you, Mr. Tanner.”

Graven? I’d heard that name before… Oh yes, the Techborn geneticist. Brandt had talked about him. He was the crazy frigger responsible for the Tuskers.

I looked him over, taking in the high-tech gear, the air of cold intellect. This was a man who saw people as puzzles to be solved. Or specimens to be studied.

“Not interested,” I said, taking a step back. “I’ve heard about what happens to people who get involved with your… experiments.”

Graven chuckled, a humorless sound. “You misunderstand me. I’m not here to harm you. Quite the opposite, in fact.”

He took another step closer, his eyes gleaming with a strange intensity. “I’ve been watching for one of your kind. An unusual sort, cast into the middle of a local conflict. You have skills, you’re resilient. You’re a rare breed.”

I didn’t like the sound of any of this. Graven was known for his experiments, his obsession with creating the perfect being.

“Thanks for the compliments,” I said. “But I’m not looking to be your lab rat.”

Graven shook his head. He had a freaky smile going on now. “You’re thinking too small, Mr. Tanner. I’m offering you a chance to be part of something greater. To help shape the future of Haven-7.”

I looked around at the bodies, the blood-soaked ground. “If this is your idea of the future, I want no part of it.”

Graven sighed, as if dealing with a petulant child. “These Dusters were a necessary sacrifice. Their deaths will pave the way for a new era. One where the strong survive and the weak perish in an accelerated manner.”

I stared at Graven, trying to size him up. He was talking about genetics, about survival of the fittest. It all sounded like a bunch of pseudo-scientific nonsense to me.

“You’ve seen my Revenants, yes?” he said.

“Your what?”

“I believe the neurotypicals refer to them as Tuskers.”

“Oh yeah. Big, ugly, dumb… I’ve seen them.”

Graven flashed me some teeth. I got the feeling he didn’t like anyone insulting his abominations. Too bad.

“Yes… a near-perfect blend of human and alien DNA. I enhanced them with a local species that’s stupid and relatively harmless. Now, they’re stronger, faster, and tougher than either species alone. That’s my vision, you see. Humanity isn’t meant to colonize the stars unchanged. We need to adapt.”

I thought of the Tuskers I’d seen in action. They were formidable fighters, but there was something unnatural about them. Something wrong. Genetic freaks.

“You’re playing with genes,” I said, shaking my head. “Messing with nature like that, it rarely ends well. Playing around with DNA is worse than unleashing AI.”

Graven just smiled, like he knew something I didn’t. “Nature is merely a starting point, Mr. Tanner. With science, we can improve upon it. Create something better.”

One step closer. No weapons in his hands…

I was about to tell him where he could find a tight, dark home for his science when I heard a sound behind me. A faint whirring, like the hum of a machine.

I spun around, my hand going for my buzzblade—but it was too late. A dozen Techborn troops were approaching from outside the farmyard, their weapons trained on me.

They were dressed in sleek, black armor—the opposite of Malcus. Their faces were hidden behind tinted visors. Each one held a shredder in his hands.

My first thought was to rush forward and kill Malcus—or maybe take him prisoner. I went with that instinct and sprinted right at him.

The look on his face made my day. He’d sprung his trap, but now there was some maniac charging at him with a knife.

There was a lot of jangling and cursing behind me, but I knew if they fired now, the Techborn stiffs would have to risk hitting and killing Malcus—not just me. From everything I’d seen of these Techborn bastards, they were pretty big on their lords. They held their fire and raced after me.

The man in the white suit finally lost his smug smile. He backpedaled—but it was already too late for that. I was younger, stronger, and in great shape. I sprang on him and put my knife to his throat in one smooth motion.

I was about to spout out my list of demands—but I never got the chance.

Before I could react, one of the troops behind me fired something new. A net of crackling energy shot out, wrapping around me like a cocoon. It nailed old Malcus, too, but he seemed to be unaffected. Was his white suit protecting him? Or one of his gadgets? There was no way of knowing, and it didn’t matter much.

I tried to move, but my muscles wouldn’t respond. It was like being paralyzed.

Sheer force of will drove my thumb, nudging the switch on. The blade in my hand began to hum.

Another moment of surprise and shock gripped Malcus. He was staring into my eyes. We were up close and personal—like we were slow-dancing or something.

I tried to kill him. I seriously did. Sure, I knew that act might be my last. The Techborn thugs who were even now swirling around, putting hands on us, couldn’t have been too happy with my attempt.

But I didn’t care. My rage was up. It was this same instinct that left me unemployed every year or so.

My buzzblade didn’t quite reach the good doctor’s throat. What a pity.

I hit the ground hard a moment later, my body twitching as the energy coursed through me. I could see old Doc Graven standing over me. His weird smile was back, and it seemed to be even bigger than before.

“Impressive, Mr. Tanner!” he said, his voice distant through the haze of pain. “You’re everything I hoped for and more. I can’t wait to see what we can achieve together.”

I wanted to spit in his face, to tell him to go to hell, but I couldn’t even speak. I pissed myself and chewed on my tongue instead.

The world was going dark around the edges, my vision tunneling.

The last thing I saw before I blacked out was Graven’s face.

Those eyes. They gleamed with a perturbed light. I was now certain this guy was a bonafide loon.


Chapter 11

The world slowly came back into focus. My pounding headache was my only companion.

I was in a moving cage of some kind. What was it with these colonists and cages?

The metal bars were rough and rusted. The floor beneath me jolted and swayed. I had to be on a wagon, or something…

Sitting up, I ignored the pain in my head. The cage was indeed on a wagon. A big, rickety thing that looked like it had seen better days. It was being pulled by two Tuskers, and their stench was already making me squinch my eyes.

The wagon lurched again, and I grabbed the bars to steady myself. The Tuskers were setting a brutal pace. Their big, lumpy feet pounded against the hard-packed earth.

I looked around, taking in my fellow prisoners. There were about a dozen of us, all crammed into this tiny space. Most were obvious Dusters. Everyone had clothes that were dirty and torn—if they had clothes at all.

“Where are they taking us?” I heard someone whisper.

“Labor camps—if we’re lucky,” another replied. “It could be worse.”

I didn’t want to think about what ‘worse’ might mean. Graven’s words echoed in my head. Experiments. Genetics. I had a feeling we were about to find out firsthand what the mad doctor had in mind.

The wagon hit a particularly rough patch, and I was thrown against the bars. The metal dug into my skin, leaving bruises. I gritted my teeth, refusing to show any weakness.

“You’re Tanner, right?” a voice said from beside me. I turned to see a young man, his face dirty and bruised. “Heard you were some kind of hero back at Fishjumper Lake.”

I shrugged, wincing as the movement sent pain lancing through my shoulders. “I was just passing through.”

The man snorted and spat. His spittle didn’t make it all the way out to the dusty road. Instead, it slimed the rusty bars of our shared prison.

“I bet you’re not all that, but I’m glad to hear you tried.” He held out a hand, his fingers calloused and scarred. “Name’s Jace. Jace Ryder.”

I shook his hand, feeling the strength in his grip. “Dane Tanner. Though I guess you already knew that.”

Jace chuckled. “Word travels fast in these parts. Especially when the rumor involves a stranger killing Techborn and Tuskers.”

I leaned back against the bars, trying to find a comfortable position. It was a lost cause. The cage was too small, too cramped. The stench of the Tuskers was making my head spin.

“Any idea where they’re taking us?” I asked.

Jace shook his head. “No one knows for sure. But there are rumors. Whispers of a place down deep inside Arabella. A Techborn slaughterhouse. That’s where they conduct their worst experiments.”

The wagon lurched and swayed, each bump sending a jolt of pain through my battered body. I gritted my teeth, trying to ignore the ache in my muscles, the throbbing in my head. This was no time for weakness.

Beside the wagon, a sleek machine glided effortlessly over the rough terrain. It was a walker, but not like any I’d ever seen. This one was all smooth lines and gleaming metal, a far cry from the rusted heaps the Dusters rode. It moved with a predatory grace, its movements fluid and precise. It looked more like a prowling tiger than a mechanical ostrich.

Perched atop the unique walker was none other than Malcus Graven himself. The man looked like he was out for a Sunday ride, not overseeing a bunch of prisoners being hauled off to God knows where. He had that same thin smile on his face, and those cold eyes were fixed upon me.

“Ah, Mr. Tanner,” he called out. He dragged out my name as if tasting it. “I must say, I’m curious about you. You’re no simpleton dirt-farmer, are you?”

I didn’t answer. I just stared straight ahead. I really, really wished I’d been able to saw his head off before I’d passed out.

Malcus didn’t seem to mind my bad attitude. He just kept talking, like he was having a one-sided conversation. “A man of your talents, your savagery... it’s rare to find someone of such caliber out here in the wastes.”

I couldn’t help but make a blatting noise with my lips at that. Talents? Resilience? The man made me sound like some kind of superhero. On Haven-7, there had to be a lot of tough survivor types running around. This place wasn’t like Earth. Back home everyone was either a street urchin, or a fat rabbit with VR goggles and fast thumbs who talked to his walls all day long in a tiny apartment.

“Tell me, where exactly are you from?” Malcus continued, leaning forward on his walker.

My mind came up with unspeakable words. Two of them were Earth and XCU. Instead, a lie won out. “The bush,” I said. “I’m a bushman. Nothing else.”

“A bushman, hmm? What might bring a savage back to civilization? And so close to the Techborn lands, the center of our colony’s civilization? This is a long way from the bush.”

I shrugged, immediately regretting having said anything at all. “Just passing through.”

“Hmmm, hmmm…” Malcus mumbled. Even the way he talked was weird. The sound of his voice grated on my nerves. “Come now, Mr. Tanner. We both know what you’re saying can’t be true. A man doesn’t just ‘pass through’ the Techborn lands. Not without a very good reason.”

I kept my mouth shut. I wasn’t about to spill my guts to this lunatic, no matter how much he prodded. My mission, my capabilities... that was my business, and mine alone.

Malcus sighed, like he was disappointed in me. “Very well. Keep your secrets, for now. But know this, Mr. Tanner: in Arabella’s labs, there are no secrets. It is a strict place. Only truth is allowed there, laid bare by the unforgiving light of science.”

He left me alone at last.

An hour later, the wagon train crested the rim of a blast-crater. It was then I got my first look at Arabella.

The crashed starship was quite a sight, I’ll give the colonists that much. The massive vessel lay on its side like a beached leviathan. It had been transformed into a makeshift city. They’d built up a scaffolding that covered most of the ship’s metal skin, adding layers and balconies over time. The result was a tangled mess of cables, jutting superstructures and sun-rotted fabrics.

Here and there, knobby modules thrust from the hull, clinging to it like parasites. In one of these was a leafy garden that glowed with an odd bioluminescence. Every plant there looking like something out of a night terror.

The top deck was cracked wide, exposing the innards of the ship. It was like looking into the guts of some great beast.

The surrounding crater was full of grim industries. They belched smoke and steam into the air. Those unnatural chemical stinks were shocking, a potpourri of toxins and decay.

I’ve seen some oddities in my time, but this was something else. The scale of it, the sheer audacity of what the Techborn had built here... it was impressive, in a sick sort of way.

Malcus had returned on his walker. He was watching me, with his freaky smile riding on his face. He was waiting for me to give something away, I supposed. I tried to look wall-eyed and bored. I didn’t want to give him any kind of satisfaction.

We passed through a bustling marketplace just outside Arabella. It was a chaotic mess of sights, sounds, and smells. Bizarre alien goods were being hawked by Techborn traders, their voices rising above the din. I saw things I couldn’t even begin to identify. Strange fruits, glowing crystals, tech that looked advanced for the primitive state of this colony.

And then there were the slaves. Dusters, chained together like animals. They were being bought and sold like cattle, their eyes hollow and defeated. It made my blood boil. No one deserved to live like that.

The Techborn were in their element here. Bargaining aggressively, haggling over prices. They didn’t care about the lives they were ruining. To them, it was just business.

Malcus was still talking, his voice grating on my nerves. He pointed out the “efficiencies” of Techborn rule. The benefits of their harsh governance.

“You see, Mr. Tanner,” he said, “we’ve brought order to this chaotic world. Under our rule, everyone has a place. Everyone serves a purpose.”

I wanted to tell him where he could stick his purpose. But I kept my mouth shut. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of a reaction.

Malcus was getting more animated now, his eyes gleaming with pride. “I’ve played a key role in shaping this society,” he said. “My work has been instrumental in advancing the Techborn cause.”

I’ll bet it has, I thought. Unnatural experiments on genetic monstrosities, and all in the name of progress…

The Techborn had taken a starship, a marvel of human ingenuity, and turned it into a monument to their own freakish ambitions. They’d built a civilization on the bones of their ancestors, and they weren’t going to let anyone else have even a nibble of it.

The convoy rolled on, passing down the crater wall and getting ever closer to the hulk of the wrecked ship. I sat back in my squalid cage, scheming.

As we drew closer, the ship seemed bigger every passing minute. From a distance, it had looked big—but now, it was like a stadium—bigger than that. Cables and pipes snaked out from the hull, burrowing into the ground. They drank water and nursed power from somewhere deep.

Sensing they were nearing home and the end of their long journey, the Tuskers picked up the pace. Their pounding feet threw up dust and gravel.

At last, we reached the gloom of the entrance. We passed through a gaping hole in the hull, entering the belly of the beast. The interior was a maze of passages and chambers, lit by flickering lights. The air was thicker, somehow. Less wholesome.

Malcus moved to the front of his column. His unique walker glided effortlessly over the uneven ground. We passed by labs and workshops, each one filled with strange machines and even stranger creatures. I caught glimpses of things that shouldn’t exist, things that defied the laws of nature.

When we came to a crossroads, where a ramp led up toward the bridge and another down into the darkness—Malcus chose to descend.

I wasn’t surprised. Who would put a torture chamber on the roof? No, such things were meant to exist only deep under the surface.


Chapter 12

Arabella’s innards were a nightmare fusion of old and new. Sleek bulkheads melded with crude scrap metal patches. Wires dangled from the ceiling like electric vines. The Techborn had gutted the ship, repurposing it for their own ends.

Malcus led us through the labyrinth of corridors. His walker’s metal feet clanked against the decking. The sound echoed off the walls.

We passed by viewing ports, giving glimpses into labs. Inside, Techborn scientists scurried about. They tended to strange machines cobbled together from ship parts. Coils of tubes pulsed with glowing fluids. Vials of murky liquid bubbled on hotplates.

It was like stepping into a mad scientist’s fever dream. Human tech merged with alien components in unsettling ways. Screens flickered with streams of indecipherable data. Consoles blinked and chirped, speaking in an electronic tongue.

I had to admit, I was curious. What kind of unholy advancements were they cooking up in here? What secrets had they pried from Arabella’s databanks? Part of me wanted to dig deeper—to unravel mysteries—but mostly, I was repulsed. This place reeked of evil, of science driven by ruthless necessity. The Techborn would stop at nothing to survive, to dominate. Apparently, I was just another guinea pig to them.

Malcus was rambling on about his work again. He blathered about breakthroughs he’d made in genetics, in robotics, in things I could barely wrap my head around. His words were melted arrogance. He obviously had an unshakable belief in his own brilliance.

I tuned him out after a while and focused on my surroundings. I was looking for anything I could use. Any advantage I could press into service. I was in trouble now. It was increasingly clear I was at the mercy of a madman.

Malcus paused at last before a reinforced door. He typed a code into the keypad. The door slid open with a pneumatic hiss, revealing the chamber beyond.

“Welcome to my inner sanctum, Mr. Tanner,” Malcus said, sweeping his arm in invitation. “I think you’ll find it quite... illuminating.”

The two Tuskers who had dragged me all those miles unbridled themselves. I didn’t know they could do that. I was dragged out of the cage by these stinky monsters—the rest of the captives stayed huddled within.

Following Malcus—because the Tuskers forced me to—I stepped inside his lair. The door closed behind us with a resounding clang.

Great. I’d been sealed into a high-tech mousetrap. I wondered what horrors Malcus had in store.

There was a transparent tube waiting, tipped over and slimy with old water and grease. The Tuskers stuffed me in there, the way a kid would put a captive frog into a jar. They stood the tube up. It was roughly one meter in diameter and three high. I tapped at the walls experimentally. They seemed sound enough.

The tube’s slick walls pressed against my skin as robotic arms descended and tore at my clothes. These polymer tentacles ripped the fabric to shreds, exposing my flesh. Naked again? Shit.

I gritted my teeth, determined not to show an ounce of fear. Foul-smelling liquid sloshed around my feet. It was cold and slippery, like the mucus of some alien creature. The stuff glowed a sickly green, casting light in a way that it shouldn’t throughout the chamber.

There were other tubes nearby. Each one held a poor bastard like me. Humans, aliens—creatures I couldn’t even name. All of them were stripped bare. Some had tubes and wires running into their flesh. Others were entirely submerged in that vile fluid.

Great.

The air of my small chamber reeked of chemicals, of sterility and wrongness. It clung to the back of my throat, making me want to gag. But I swallowed it down. Kept my face a mask of stone.

My balls were trying to crawl back up inside me. Every instinct screamed to fight. To break free of this glass coffin and unleash hell. But I forced myself to be still. To wait for my moment. It would come.

Malcus watched from outside, his face split by a cruel grin. He was getting off on this, the sick freak. He’d probably dreamed of having me since he’d heard about what I’d pulled off out at Fishjumper Lake.

Well, he’d better enjoy it while he could. Because when I got out of here, I was going to show him a whole new world of fun—my kind of fun.

The robotic arms retracted, leaving me naked and seething. Green goop lapped higher now, reaching my thighs. It was rising slowly, as if savoring my discomfort.

I met Malcus’ gaze through the glass. I poured all my hatred and defiance into that single look. I wanted him to see the promise of retribution burning in my eyes.

Eventually, the liquid reached my chin. I took one last breath, held it deep in my lungs. I would let the darkness take me, sinking into the cold embrace of oblivion.

The world went dark as the fluid closed over my head. I held my breath, of course, refusing to let this vile sludge violate me further. My lungs burned, but I welcomed the pain. It kept me going—that, and anger.

Suddenly, the liquid drained away. I gasped for air, blinking the goop from my eyes. Malcus was off to one side, frowning. I hadn’t seen him frown since I’d put my buzzblade up to his throat. It made my heart sing.

Instead of the nasty old freak, a woman stood before my tube. She appraised me with her eyes, like a prized pig. She was a Techborn all right—but she looked different than the others.

Platinum hair framed a face that was all sharp angles and cold beauty. Her eyes were the blue of a frozen lake, piercing and merciless. She wore a form-fitting black dress that clung to her figure, adorned with glowing circuitry patterns. A high collar framed her neck, giving her a regal air.

“Baroness Callista Vance,” Malcus simpered, bowing like a whipped dog. “May I present our newest acquisition?”

Callista ignored him, those glacial eyes never leaving mine. “This is the aberration? Dane Tanner? I’ve heard much about this creature. He’s obviously muscular and competent—but he doesn’t look all that dangerous to me.”

Her voice was silk wrapped around a dagger. She sounded soft, but deadly. I met her gaze, refusing to be cowed. “Funny, I’ve never heard of you at all.”

Her lips cinched up into a pink bump. “And yet, here you are. Trapped like an insect in amber, at my mercy.”

She placed a hand on the glass, long fingers splayed. “Tell me, Mr. Tanner. What do you fear most? Death? Pain? Or the loss of your precious free will?”

I slammed out a laugh. “Lady, I’ve stared down things that would make your pretty hair turn even whiter. You don’t scare me.”

“Brave words. But I wonder... is it courage that drives you? Or simple ignorance of what we are truly capable of?”

I shrugged. “Maybe I just don’t give a damn. You want to poke at me, learn what makes me tick? Go for it.”

Callista tilted her head, considering. “Such defiance. Such... fire. I begin to see why you have caused us so much trouble.”

She turned to Malcus, who practically quivered with anticipation. “Move on to the next phase. I want to see what he’s capable of.”

Malcus nodded eagerly. “Of course, Baroness. It will be my pleasure.”

Callista’s eyes flicked back to me. “We shall see if his bravado survives what comes next.”

With that, she stepped back from the wall of the tube and left me to Malcus and his twisted glee. He adjusted some valves at the base of the tube. A blast of much colder water hit me like a frozen fist. It flooded the tube in an instant, stealing my breath and shocking my system.

I tried to gasp but only sucked in liquid. The cold was a living thing, wrapping icy tentacles around my body and squeezing. Now I understood why there was slimy glycerin in the tank. Such substances lowered the freezing point of water.

I thrashed on instinct, fighting the urge to panic. My muscles seized up, cramping viciously. It felt like my blood had turned to slush in my veins, but I couldn’t let it beat me. I couldn’t give Malcus the satisfaction.

So, I let my limbs go slack, conserving oxygen. Retreating into my mind, to that place of calm at the center of the storm. I’d learned that trick in the forces. When things got bad, you disconnected. Let training take over.

The water was so cold it burned, like a thousand needles stabbing into my skin. But pain was an old friend. I knew how to compartmentalize. To push through. Pretty soon, I grew numb.

I wondered if my heart would stop—but I worked hard not to care.

Callista was watching. Her eyes registered fascination. It was as if she was cataloging every grimace, every flinch. I was pretty sure she was getting off on my suffering.

Time stretched. Seconds became hours, then became days. Just as I thought my lungs would burst, the water drained away. I coughed and sputtered, dragging in ragged breaths. The air was bitterly cold against my wet skin.

Malcus was grinning like a kid on Christmas. He tapped commands into a console, no doubt eager to start the next round. I glared at him through the glass, pouring all my hatred into that look. Damn, if I got another shot at that skinny neck…

Callista moved closer, she traced a finger down the glass, leaving a trail of condensation. “Impressive, Mr. Tanner. Most men break immediately. It’s the tension, you see—the anticipation. Do you even wonder what’s coming next?”

I spat out a mouthful of water. My voice was raspy but strong. “This sort of play breaks Techborns? Are you telling me all your men are pussies?”

Callista’s lips transformed into a tight curve. “Perhaps we’ve never had a subject quite like you before.”

Malcus was droning on about results. He muttered something about numbers and tests. The words washed over me, meaningless.

Then, a fresh pain hit. A jolt of electricity lanced through my body like a spear. My muscles spasmed, clenching hard enough to crack a tooth. I rode it out, refusing to scream.

Another shock came a few moments later. It was stronger this time. My back arched, fingers clawing at the smooth glass. I tasted blood, and I realized I was biting my tongue. I couldn’t stop.

I locked eyes with Callista. I thought I saw a sick fascination there. She was getting off on this.

The shocks kept coming. Each one was worse than the last. I lost count, lost track of time. My world narrowed to the white-hot agony, the convulsions that wracked my frame, but I didn’t fall. I didn’t scream—I didn’t break.

Callista made notes on some kind of high-tech gadget. Her voice drifted to me, clinical and cold. She speculated about my origins and potential.

I caught snippets here and there. There was something about resilience, about how I could be of value to the Techborn—to her.

The pain reached a crescendo—a searing, blinding wave that threatened to consume me utterly—until I teetered on the edge of oblivion, clinging to consciousness by a thread.

Suddenly, mercifully, it stopped. I sagged in my tube, leaning against the walls. I panted like I’d run a marathon. Every nerve ending screamed, every muscle quivered.

But I was alive. Whole. Unbroken.

I met Callista’s gaze once more. I saw something new there. Something that might have been respect. Or maybe just a deeper level of fascination.

She tucked her device away, lips pursed. “Enough for now, Doctor Graven. I believe we have gathered sufficient data for the moment.”

Malcus looked like he wanted to argue—I think he was just getting started—but he nodded. He was an obedient dog.

“As you wish, Baroness.”


Chapter 13

Callista left the lab, her heels clicking on the metal floor. The door hissed shut behind her.

Malcus turned to me, his eyes glinting with something dark and hungry. Gone was the obedient lap dog routine. All of that had been replaced by a man’s drive to the edge of obsession. He stalked towards my prison, datapad in hand.

“You’re not from here,” he said, his voice low and intense. “Your genetic makeup, your bone density, even your blood has the wrong chemical signatures... it’s all wrong.”

He tapped at the datapad, and a holographic display sprang to life. DNA helixes spun lazily, accompanied by charts and graphs that meant nothing to me. But Malcus was riveted, his gaze flicking between the data and my face.

“You’re something new, something different, and I intend to find out exactly what makes you function at such a high level. Grix, get the cart!”

He gestured to his assistant, a gaunt man with dead eyes and a blank expression. Grix nodded, moving to a nearby table. My eyes squinched up hard when I saw what was laid out there.

Scalpels, bone saws, a tray full of gleaming surgical tools—each one more wicked-looking than the last. The assistant began to arrange them with precise, clinical movements.

I forced myself to stay calm, to keep my breathing even and my face impassive, but inside, my mind was racing. I was trapped, at the mercy of a madman with a scalpel—a lot of scalpels. I had no idea how I was going to get out of this one.

Malcus picked up a scalpel, the blade catching the harsh light. He smiled, and there was nothing sane in that expression. “I’ve waited a long time for a specimen like you, Dane Tanner. I’m going to take you apart. Piece by piece.”

“The Baroness gave you instructions,” I said as evenly as I could. “You’d best obey her.”

Malcus didn’t even look up. “She’s not here. By the time she returns for another dose of titillation, she’ll have moved on to some other subject.”

“What if she wants to know what happened to me?”

He took a step towards me, scalpel raised. “You’re right,” he said. “I need to have something to show. Grix, turn on the cameras. We’ll do this with video taken from a dozen angles. The baroness will get her show.”

I was poured out of the tube. Tuskers grabbed my arms, which were already reaching for their thick throats. They had to strain and grunt to control me.

“An astounding display of bestial strength! Grix, we’ll have to sample every bit of the musculature and bone. If these tests are promising, we might make a Tusker with twice the power of our current strain.”

So that was it? He wanted to make a better Tusker? I was disappointed. I felt like I had much more to offer. It would be an ignoble end to my DNA strands.

Assistant Grix strapped me down while I wrestled and spat at all of them. Malcus loomed close, lining up his tools repeatedly. He couldn’t seem to get them just the way he wanted. His eyes were cold and clinical. I was a slab of meat to this clown and not a person.

Just as the blade touched my skin, the door opened, and Callista strode in.

In her hand, a digital writ flashed with official emblems. Techborn authority, the kind that made even a madman like Malcus pause.

“Doctor Graven,” she said. “I have here a requisition from the Overlord.”

“What?”

Malcus’ hand tightened on the scalpel. For a moment, I thought he might actually defy her. But then he stepped back.

“Baroness,” he ground out. “Surely you can see I’m on a mission for the advancement of science. This specimen is unique. The knowledge we could gain—”

“I’m taking custody of this subject. Stand down.”

Malcus’ face twisted with barely contained rage. But he knew he was outmatched. Callista held all the cards here, and they both knew it.

“As you wish, Baroness,” he said.

Callista nodded, satisfied. She turned to me, her gaze assessing. I met it head on, refusing to show how close I’d been to pissing myself.

“Release the prisoner into my custody,” she ordered the ghastly Grix. “I will deal with him personally.”

Huh…?

What was Callista’s angle in all this? Did she have sly ideas of her own? Well… so what if she did? She was pretty good looking, in a vampiric sort of way. Way better than Grix and his blades, anyway.

Things were looking up—way up.

A shadow fell over me. I turned, coming face to face with the biggest Tusker I’d ever seen. Callista had a guardian of her own, of course. All the big-deal Techborn seemed to keep them around like guard dogs.

He was ogre-sized, with a warped tusk jutting from his lower jaw. Battle scars crisscrossed his leathery hide. His small, dull eyes sized up a potential threat.

“This is One-Tusk,” Callista said. “My personal bodyguard and enforcer. He’ll be accompanying us.”

The Tusker grunted, a low sound that rumbled in his chest. I got the feeling he didn’t like me much. The feeling was mutual.

One-Tusk had a single, gnarled tusk that curved twice on the way out of his unfortunate mouth. His piggy eyes stared at me, watching my every move. Once we were out of the lab, I breathed more easily.

“Thanks, Baroness.”

“Your thanks are premature.”

“Huh?”

“You’re no longer a test subject, Tanner,” she said. “But you are still an asset—one that has yet to pay for itself.”

I had no idea what that meant, but right now, I didn’t much care. She could beat me with a tire iron every night, and it would better than Malcus and his ghoulish sidekick.

Callista turned, expecting me to follow. I hesitated, glancing back at the lab. I had no desire to stay, but I didn’t trust Callista either. She had her own agenda, and I doubted she had my best interests at heart.

But what choice did I have? I was a stranger in a strange land, with no allies and no resources. If I wanted to survive, I needed Callista—at least for now.

I fell into step behind her. One-Tusk brought up the rear. His heavy footsteps echoed in the corridor. I had a feeling I’d need to watch my back around him—and he certainly needed to keep tabs on me.

One-Tusk’s hand clamped down on my shoulder, his grip like a vice. A silent warning, a reminder of my place.

I shrugged him off, meeting his dull gaze with a defiant glare of my own.

Game on, big boy, I thought. Game on.


Chapter 14

The corridors of Arabella were easy to get lost in. They twisted and turned like the guts of some great beast.

I followed Callista, with One-Tusk plodding along behind me. His presence was like an itch between my shoulder blades—and I’m not just talking about some allergic reaction, either. I didn’t like having him tailgate me so closely.

We emerged into a vast chamber, its walls lined with strange, glowing plants. The Radiant Gardens, Callista called it.

Typical weirdness. The Techborn only seemed to like the most unethical science.

I looked around, taking in the odd beauty of the place. It was strange like a scene from a remembered dream. Bioluminescent vines twined around the walls, pulsing with an unnatural light. Flowers the size of my head bloomed in neon shades of blue and purple. The air was thick with a cloying, alien scent.

Callista led me deeper into the gardens, pointing out various specimens. I half-listened, distracted. Why was I here? What did she want with me?

I glanced down at my still naked body. My hair was damp from the tank. Callista seemed unconcerned by my lack of clothing. In fact, she seemed to prefer it. Her ice-blue eyes raked over me, lingering on my scars, my tattoos.

Some men don’t like being naked. I’m not the overly sensitive type. If she wanted to look—fine.

One-Tusk growled something in his guttural language that was mostly made up of grunts and whistles. Callista smiled, like she could understand him. Maybe she could.

“Patience, old servant,” she said. “The summation will be reached in time.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. I had a feeling whatever Callista had planned for me, I wasn’t going to enjoy it.

We stopped in front of a particularly twisted plant. Its grayish-purple leaves writhed like tentacles. Callista reached out, stroking one of the leaves with a slender finger. The leaf curled upward to follow the motion.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” she said rhetorically. “A perfect blend of form and function.”

I eyed the plant warily. It looked hungry to me. I half-expected it to lash out and grab one of us.

Callista turned to me, her eyes glinting with a strange light. “You’re wondering why you’re here, aren’t you, Tanner?”

“I figure you’ll tell me when you’re good and ready.”

“You’re here because you’re special,” she said, “because you have potential. It’s potential that I intend to unlock, too. Malcus saw it—and he wasn’t wrong.”

I didn’t like the sound of this already. I had a feeling Callista’s idea of unlocking potential involved needles and beatings—that kind of thing.

But what choice did I have? If I jumped her shapely ass right now, I might be able to snap her neck before old One-Tusk could pry my hands away. Maybe…

But then what? If I escaped into the passages, every Techborn clown in this crashed ship would be after me with a hard-on.

No, I needed to play along for now. I’d bide my time, and wait for an opening. When the time was right, then I’d make my move.

After bending my ear about radioactive plants, and how they fed off the phosphate-filled water from the reactor’s cooling jacket, Callista led me out of the place to her lavish quarters nearby.

The place wasn’t a dump like my apartment. Plush velvet furniture, ornate décor—she had the works.

She gestured for me to sit. I did so, sinking into an overstuffed couch.

“Tell me, Tanner,” she said, pouring two glasses of amber liquid. “What do you think of the Dusters?”

I took the offered drink, swirling it in the glass. “Tough folks. Survivors. They’ve carved out a decent life on a harsh world.”

Callista laughed, a musical sound that didn’t match her cold eyes. “A life? You call what those savages do life? They scrabble in dirt. They’re barely above the beasts.”

I shrugged. “They’re doing what they have to. Can’t fault them for that.”

“Oh, but I can.” Callista sipped her drink. “The Dusters are little more than vermin. They lack vision, ambition. They’re content with their meager existence.”

“And the Techborn are different?”

“Of course, we are.” Callista’s eyes gleamed. “We are the rightful rulers of this world. We have the knowledge, the technology, the power. It’s only natural that we should govern over the lesser beings.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Lesser beings, huh? You’re not as human as they are?”

Callista waved an emphatic hand. She leaned forward, spilling a drop of her drink. “That’s the problem. We share too much DNA with these foul creatures. The Dusters are like children, they need guidance and discipline. We provide them that—but we could do a better job if we were better people.”

This woman was something else. Quite beautiful, no doubt, but her beliefs were an extreme and ugly opposite.

“What if the Dusters don’t want your guidance?” I asked.

Callista leaned back again. She sipped her beverage—I’d yet to touch mine, just in case. Her dress shifted as she moved to reveal a tantalizing glimpse of cleavage. Was that an accident? I wasn’t sure.

“We shall make them want it. We’ll transcend. We’ll become the god-like beings we’re meant to be.”

“Huh…”

She squirmed again, in her seat. Damn, she was good. Using her looks to distract me—it was working too.

“Is that what you’re doing with me? Right now?” I asked. “Making me want it?”

She smiled. It was slow and seductive and ended with her looking straight at me like a huntress. “Are you intrigued?”

I downed my drink in one gulp. “Maybe. But I’m not a Duster. I’m not so easily tamed.”

Callista rose, her movements graceful and fluid. She got in my face—in a good way. She flicked at my chest muscles with a sharp, red-painted fingernail. “I have a proposition for you, Tanner.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I’m listening.”

“I desire your genetic material.”

I blinked. “My what?”

“Your seed, Tanner. I want to create offspring with you.”

Realization finally dawned. She wanted to have sex. With me.

I looked her over. She was strange, no doubt. But also, undeniably attractive. Those were some nice curves…

“And what’s in this deal for me?” I asked.

“Freedom. A place in our society. Eventually, perhaps even power.”

I knew when I was beaten. I threw up my hands in mock surrender. “You got me.” Then, I reached out a hand toward her.

Callista pulled away, and my fingers closed on air.

“There’s a condition,” she said. “A performance is required of you.”

“Uh-oh. Here we go. What? Do I have to impress your daddy or something?”

Her eyes flashed dangerously. I don’t think she liked me bringing up her daddy—wherever and whoever he was—but I didn’t care.

“No. Nothing so mundane. You must endure and survive the UnderDeck Arenas. I will only lie with a man who’s shown his true worth as a warrior.”

I grimaced. I’d heard about the UnderDeck from Brandt—or was it Dr. Renn? Whatever. A brutal place where slaves and prisoners fought for the amusement of the Techborn. It was a death sentence for most.

“All right,” I said. “I’ll do it.”

Callista clapped her hands in delight. “Excellent! We’ll escort you to the UnderDeck. Emerge victorious, Tanner, and the rewards will be great.”

“What…? Like… now?”

“Yes, Tanner. Immediately. I want to be sated tonight. Either your blood or your seed will serve the purpose. You already know my preference, so go and earn me.”

We marched downstairs again. It seemed that every deck below the top ones got steadily worse. At last, we reached the UnderDeck. The lights were mere glimmers, here—but the stinks—they seemed to be accentuated.

One-Tusk stayed on my six the whole time. I glanced at the big brute. He glowered back at me, his single tusk gleaming with spittle.

What was going through that thick skull of his? Probably not much.

When we got down to the UnderDeck, the passages contorted, leading us into Arabella’s bowels. The walls pulsed with a sickly light. Wires and tubes snaked along the ceiling. The air grew thicker.

We stopped at a large door. I was rolling my shoulders and stretching, already steeling myself for battle. Callista placed her hand on a scanner, and it slid open with a hiss. Inside was a chamber straight out of Ancient Rome.

Cages lined the walls, each containing a snarling, snapping beast. Some looked like twisted versions of Earth animals. Others were completely alien. All of them looked hungry.

In the center of the room was a raised platform. A fighting ring. Bloodstains splattered the floor.

Callista watched me as I took all this in. Her gaze was predatory—and delighted. “Welcome to the UnderDeck Arena, Tanner. Establish yourself here, and you’ll have every reward I can give you.”

I looked at the cages, then back at Callista. So… this was what she’d meant by “performance.” She wanted me to not only fight, but to put on a show.

I cracked my knuckles. “Let’s do it.”

One-Tusk shoved me forward into a dank hole in the deck. I stumbled but kept my feet. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of seeing me fall.

The corridor under the deck was dark, lit only by flickering lights. Shadows danced on the walls. Eventually, I emerged into a large chamber. It was circular, and the floor was crunchy sand.

An arena?

Robot guardians greeted me. Their metal faces were blank and expressionless. They were big, easily seven feet tall, with arms thick as tree trunks. I could feel the strength in their grip as they grabbed me and dragged me onto the platform on one side of the arena.

I stood there, naked and unarmed, as a crowd began to gather. Techborn, in their finery, looked down at me like I was a piece of meat. Many of them leered. I guess they liked what they saw on the menu.

Callista took her place in a high booth, overlooking the circular pit. She leaned forward, her eyes fixed on me.

“This is my slave, Tanner,” she announced. “I’m accepting all bets on his performance tonight. I’m wagering he’ll make it to the last round and take the prize.”

There were cheers and jeers. Not everyone seemed convinced of her words—including me.

The robots shoved a heavy hammer into my hand. Maybe that was the kind of thing Dusters were accustomed to swinging in battle.  It was a tool, rather than a true weapon. The head was worn and dull. The wooden handle was slick with sweat and grime. I got the feeling it had been recently used by a previous owner…

The robots shoved me farther into the arena and slammed the door shut behind me. The walls of the pit rose up around me, high and smooth. There was no obvious way to climb out.

The crowd thronged the edges, their faces eager. Hungry for blood.

I hefted the hammer, getting a feel for its weight. The handle and the head were solid. I could do some damage with this.

My eyes took in the Techborn, their fancy clothes, their smug expressions. I wondered if I could take one of them out with a well-aimed throw…

But no. I was sure I’d need the hammer for whatever was coming next.

Across the pit, a door started to slide open. It was splattered with fresh gore over a layer of crusty gore. A wave of stench hit me. I gripped the hammer tight.

The door creaked upward, inch by inch. The crowd leaned forward, becoming excited.

My performance was about to begin.


Chapter 15

I gave the hammer a few test swings, getting a feel for the balance. The crowd roared at that, figuring I was issuing a challenge. They were thirsty for blood—my blood.

Scanning the sea of faces, I looked for a friendly one. I had no luck—but then, I spotted someone different. One Techborn noble was drunk off his ass, screaming for my death. He had a mutant on a chain next to him, a real horror show. The noble was betting against me, loud enough for everyone to hear.

I gripped the hammer tighter. It would be so easy to shut him up. One good throw, right between the eyes. That was one way to go out. People might even remember this day.

But then I saw her. Callista. She was watching me from her private box. She had that look in her eyes, one I knew all too well. She was getting off on this.

I had to win this fight. If I could impress her, maybe I could get out of this whole mess.

The gate opposite mine continued to rise, metal screeching against metal. I faced it resolutely, hammer at the ready.

The stench was overwhelming, like rotting meat and sewage. Then I saw eyes, glowing in the darkness. It shambled into the light—a grotesque parody of a human being—a Duster mutant, warped by the Techborn’s dark experiments.

The limbs were thick and powerful, corded with mutated muscle. Claws tipped its fingers, each one as long as my hand. Fangs jutted from its misshapen jaw, dripping with saliva. It looked at me with hunger.

The gate slammed shut behind it. There was no turning back now for either of us. The mutant lunged, faster than I expected. I managed to sidestep, swinging the hammer in a wide arc. It connected with a meaty thud, sending the creature sprawling.

But it was back on its feet in an instant, shaking off the blow like it was nothing. It came at me again, claws sweeping wide this time. It was trying to slash open my guts. I backpedaled to get out of range and look for an opening. The crowd screamed for blood.

The mutant came at me again, all claws and teeth. I ducked under its swipe and swung the hammer in an uppercut to its jaw. Teeth shattered this time. Blood sprayed. It staggered back, shaking its head.

I pressed the advantage, raining down blows. The hammer felt like an extension of my arm. The mutant tried to block, but I was relentless. I drove it back, step by step, aiming for its damaged jaw, until it was against the wall.

It lashed out in desperation, catching me across the ribs. Pain exploded in my side. I gritted my teeth and kept swinging. The mutant’s head snapped back with each impact. Finally, it slumped to the ground, twitching.

I stood over it, chest heaving. The crowd was on their feet, screaming my name. I looked up at Callista’s box. She was leaning forward and clapping, with hungry eyes and a psychotic grin spreading across her face.

I felt a twinge of pity for the mutant. Its life had probably been a living hell, twisted and tortured by the Techborn. But in this arena, it was kill or be killed. I had to look out for myself.

The gate opened again, and a pair of guards dragged the mutant’s body away, leaving a trail of blood. I turned to face Callista, expecting to be released. I had won, hadn’t I?

But then… I heard the grinding of gears. The second doorway began to rise, slowly revealing the darkness beyond. My stomach dropped. This wasn’t over? Holy shit…

How many more would I have to fight? How many times would I have to win to earn my freedom? These questions raced through my mind as I gripped the hammer tightly, ready for whatever horror the Techborn had in store for me next.

The second gate ground open with a metallic screech that set my teeth on edge. In the stands, the drunk noble was on his feet now. He shouted foully at Callista. “You think this human scum can best my house? I’ll bet two torcs he doesn’t last to the end!”

Callista leaned forward. Maybe she’d been waiting for this moment. “I’ll take that bet—but no, I’ll raise you. Three torcs says Tanner wins them all!”

The noble sputtered, his face turning an ugly shade of purple. “Three? You’re mad!”

“Afraid to spend your allowance all at once?” Callista asked.

Allowance? What was that about? Maybe he was a trust-fund baby. Who knows?

Whatever the case, her words seem to light a fire under drunk-boy’s ass. “Fine, three torcs it is, but when he dies, I get to keep his corpse for my collection.”

“Done!” Callista shouted.

My lip curled a bit. Collection? I didn’t want to think about what that meant.

The second gate was halfway open now. I could hear something moving in the darkness beyond, something big. I crept forward, hammer at the ready. I got close to the door and stood to the right of it. If I could bash my opponent’s knees before he fully emerged, I would have a better chance.

But apparently, that was cheating. Before I could lift my weapon for a dirty blow, long metal prods descended from the walls of the arena. They crackled with electricity, herding me back to my starting position. Damn Techborn and their toys.

I glanced up at Callista’s box. She was watching me intently, her eyes glittering. The drunk noble across from her wore a cruel sneer on his face.

Three torcs—whatever that was worth—were riding on me, but I felt no pressure. I didn’t really give a shit—I just wanted to get out of this crusty sandpit alive.

The gate was almost fully open now. I could see the outline of something… shiny? Man-shaped, my next opponent was obscured by shadows. I tightened my grip on my pathetic hammer, feeling a trickle of sweat run down my back.

A Techborn warrior strode into the arena, his armor gleaming under the harsh lights. He moved with the easy grace of a predator. He had an electric lash that spilled out of his gloved hand. I could tell by the way he carried himself that he was a pro with this weapon. He’d probably beaten the living shit out of a thousand slaves with it in the past.

He looked me up and down, a smirk on his face. “This is the best they could find to face me? A muscular farm boy with a hammer?”

I didn’t bother with a witty comeback. I was too busy trying to figure out how I was going to survive this. The warrior’s armor looked tough, and that lash would keep me at a distance.

This prick in his shiny armor started to circle me. His lash writhed around, moving by itself as if repelled from the sands. It crackled with pent-up energy.

I kept my hammer up, ready to block or strike. We sized each other up, looking for weaknesses.

The warrior made the first move, striking out with the lash. I managed to dodge, but the tip caught me on the shoulder. Pain shot through my right arm, numbing it instantly.

I gritted my teeth, and I dropped my hammer. The prick with the whip looked delighted—but only for a moment.

I caught the falling hammer with my left hand, and I charged in close, swinging it hard.

The warrior sidestepped easily, laughing. He lashed out again, catching me across the back. I stumbled, my vision blurring.

The crowd cheered wildly. The warrior hammed it up, confident he was to be victorious. He did a little spin around, hamming for the crowd.

This wasn’t going well. I needed to change tactics. I decided to take a chance.

When he turned back around, I threw the hammer with all my strength. The warrior’s eyes widened in surprise as the steel head slammed into his faceplate, caving it in.

He dropped like a stone, blood pooling around his head. The crowd went wild, screaming my name again. I stood there, chest heaving, as guards dragged the warrior’s body away.

The guards splashed a bucket of cold water over me, shocking me back to reality. It stung like hell on my open wounds, but I knew what that was: skin-sealants and antiseptic. The Techborn didn’t want me dying before they’d had their fun.

I looked up at Callista’s box. She was on her feet now, slamming her hands together wildly. Her red-painted nails glinted in the bright lights.

The drunk noble, on the other hand, had slumped in his seat with a look of shock on his face.

But my victory-lap was short-lived. The third door began to roll up, the sound of it echoing through the arena. It was about then my brain turned back on. I saw something lying in the wet crunchy sands of the arena. It was the warrior’s electric lash.

Lunging, I snatched it up just as the gate slammed open.

Then, stepping heavily into the arena, was the last creature I wanted to see. One-Tusk, Callista’s personal pet.

The huge Tusker snorted, pawing at the ground. His single horn gleamed in the harsh light. He looked at me with pure hatred in his eyes.

I gripped the lash tighter. Was this Callista’s plan all along? To give me hope, then crush it under One-Tusk’s massive foot? I didn’t know anymore. Maybe this whole thing was just for her sick amusement.

One-Tusk charged me. His massive bulk hurtled across the arena with startling speed. I stood my ground and flicked on the lash. It crackled with energy.

The Tusker was a mountain of muscle and rage. I sidestepped his charge, and the electric lash hummed in my hand. As he barreled past, his horn missed me by inches.

I struck out with the lash, catching him on the flank. The weapon sizzled, and One-Tusk roared in pain and fury.

He spun around, faster than I expected. A massive fist caught me in the chest, sending me flying. I hit the ground hard, the air knocked out of my lungs.

There was no time to catch my breath. One-Tusk was coming again. I rolled to my feet, ignoring the pain in my ribs. I had to keep moving.

I circled the beast, looking for an opening. The lash felt good in my hand, like it was made for such a fight.

One-Tusk charged again, head lowered. I danced out of the way, bringing the lash down on his back leg. The flesh sizzled and smoked.

The Tusker stumbled, his leg giving out. But he kept coming, dragging himself forward with his arms. He was insane, enraged, determined to crush me.

I stayed out of reach, striking again and again. The lash found its mark every time. One-Tusk’s limbs twitched and spasmed as the electricity coursed through him.

But he wouldn’t go down. He kept coming, a juggernaut of rage and agony. I was getting tired, my arm aching from swinging the lash.

Once he was down to crawling, One-Tusk lunged, his remaining good arm swiping at me. I jumped back, but not fast enough. His claws raked across my chest and drew blood.

I gritted my teeth against the pain. It was time to end this—right now.

I darted in close, dodging another swipe. I wrapped the lash around One-Tusk’s neck and pulled with all my strength. The weapon constricted like a serpent.

One-Tusk thrashed and bucked, trying to throw me off. But I held on, pouring every ounce of energy into holding the lash fast. The smell of burning flesh filled my nostrils.

Finally, the Tusker’s struggles ceased. He collapsed to the ground, his limbs twitching feebly. I stood over him, chest heaving, the lash hanging limply from my hand.

The crowd was silent for a moment. Then they erupted into cheers, chanting my name. I looked up at Callista’s box. She was on her feet, a look of pure exhilaration on her face.

I had won. Against all odds, I’d beaten One-Tusk. But as the guards dragged the Tusker’s steaming, shivering form away, I had to wonder.

What fresh hell did the baroness have in store for me next?

Oddly enough, One-Tusk wasn’t finished. The bastard just wouldn’t stay down. I watched in disbelief as he escaped the men that were dragging him and kicked them aside. He crawled toward me, snorting and blowing snot and blood.

His limbs twitched, and his flesh looked charred in places.

I took a step back. This was impossible. I’d hit him with enough juice to fry a herd of cattle. But here he was, dragging himself forward on sheer spite.

The crowd had gone silent. They knew as well as I did that this fight was over. One-Tusk was beaten, maybe dying. But he refused to accept it.

I gripped the lash tighter. If he wanted more, I’d give it to him. I’d fry him until there was nothing left but a smoking husk.

Before I could move, Baroness Callista stood up in her box. The arena fell so quiet you could hear a pin drop. Everyone knew her rank and power. When she spoke, even the air seemed to listen.

“Enough,” she said, her voice amplified by hidden speakers. “The fight is over. Tanner has won.”

I looked up at her, surprised. Was she really calling it off? Saving her precious pet from a well-deserved death?

The guards moved in again, prodding One-Tusk with shock-sticks. The Tusker grunted and flailed, but he couldn’t fight back. Not anymore.

They dragged him away, leaving a trail of blood on the sand. I stood there with the lash hanging limply at my side. I’d won, and it felt great.

Callista was still watching me, a strange look on her face. Was that respect? Admiration? Or was she just turned-on? I couldn’t tell. But I knew one thing. I’d just become a very interesting piece in her chess game. I had to wonder what the next move would be.


Chapter 16

The crowd went wild when the verdict was confirmed. I’d won the games.

As the robots sprayed me with a molecular printer, knitting together my torn-up hide, the crowd began chanting my name.

“Tanner! Tanner! Tanner!”

It was like I was some kind of hero. Well… what the hell. I took it in stride.

Callista stood beside me, basking in the adulation. She waved to the crowd, a smile on her perfect lips. They loved her, or they feared her—maybe both.

When we left the stinking sand pit, the drunken Techborn stumbled to meet us. His face was bundled up in unhappy knots. He hurled three torcs at Callista’s feet, the metal locks clanking on the deck.

“You cheated!” he slurred, jabbing a finger at her. “That fight was rigged. This thug was a ringer!”

Callista’s smile didn’t falter. She knew this guy well. I could tell by the way her eyes narrowed slightly.

“Kade…” she said sweetly, like she was asking him to dinner or something. “Does your father know his prize bastard is slumming on the UnderDeck?”

Kade’s face turned red. He opened his mouth to retort, but Callista cut him off.

“I suggest you leave, Kade. Before I’m forced to tell Overlord Janson about this... dishonorable behavior.”

A muscle twitched in Kade’s jaw. He looked like he wanted to argue, but he thought the better of it. He turned on his heel and stalked away. A nasty-looking mutant trailed behind him.

I watched them go with a bad feeling in my gut.

Kade…? Wasn’t that Overlord Janson’s son?

Hmm… and now, he hated my guts. I could see it in his eyes. The way he’d looked at me, I was like something he’d scraped off his boot.

I had a feeling I hadn’t seen the last of that guy. People like him didn’t let things go. They nursed their grudges, let them fester. Until they got a chance for payback.

Callista turned to me, but her smile was gone. “We both made an enemy today, Tanner. Kade is not someone to be trifled with.”

I shrugged. “I was told to deliver a performance. What was I supposed to do? Pull my punches and fake it?”

“You should have groveled at the sight of him. Begged for his forgiveness. Instead, you stood insolent and proud. Foolish move…”

“But you did that, too.”

She got pissed, putting her hands on her jutting hips. “Who is the Techborn, here? Kade expects bravado from me. You are only fit to simper and beg in our presence.”

My shoulders shrugged before I could stop them. “I’m used to having enemies. Comes with the territory when you’re a winner.”

She studied me for a moment, her eyes unreadable. “Perhaps, but be careful. My people have long memories and even longer knives. Now, pick up my torcs—it’s time to use one of them.”

Baffled, I picked up the torcs. They were leather and cold metal. They felt heavy. Looking at them, they were obviously collars of some kind…

Callista led me into the gritty streets of the UnderDeck. I thought about knocking her out and stuffing her under a cart. With luck, no one would sound the alarm instantly. Then, I could race out of here, heading up the ramps to the fresh air outside of Arabella.

But I passed on the idea. I was tired and banged-up. Besides… I kind of had hopes of earning this woman’s trust after that display in the arena. Maybe I could replace old One-Tusk and wait for a better moment to escape.

She stopped abruptly, turning to face me. Her eyes flashed with annoyance.

“You nearly killed One-Tusk,” she complained. “He was my best bodyguard. Now he’s out of commission until he heals.”

I shrugged. “He was trying to kill me. It was him or me.”

She shook her head, clearly not seeing my point of view. I didn’t expect her to. We came from different worlds. Hers was all about power and control. Mine was about survival.

“In any case, I need a new bodyguard,” she said, her gaze appraising. “You’ve proven yourself capable—but there’s a condition.”

“Of course, there is…”

She held up one of the torcs. “You’ll wear this. It’s a more than a collar, it will mark you as mine. My property…”

I stared at the torc, my gut twisting. I didn’t want to be anyone’s property. But what choice did I have? Maybe I’d be sent back to the arena. I had a feeling I wouldn’t survive another round.

“Fine,” I grumbled. “I’ll wear the frigging thing.”

Callista smiled and led me through the grimy corridors of the UnderDeck. The place stank of sweat and motor oil. We stopped at a heavy metal door, rusted around the edges. Callista punched a code into the keypad, and it slid open with a raspy groan.

Inside was a workshop straight out of a mad scientist’s fever dream. Gadgets and gizmos were everywhere. Half-finished projects littered the benches.

In the center of it all stood a hunched figure, muttering to himself as he tinkered with something that looked like a cross between a toaster and a hand grenade.

“Riven?” Callista called out. “I have a new project for you.”

The figure turned, and I had to suppress a shudder. Riven was a freak, even by Techborn standards. His skin was pale, almost translucent, and his eyes were a milky white. He had a shock of greasy black hair that stuck out at odd angles, and his hands were constantly moving. They fidgeted with whatever gadget he happened to be holding.

“Baroness…?” he said, in a reedy whisper. “What can I do for you?”

Callista pushed me forward. “This is Dane Tanner. My new bodyguard. He needs a torc.”

Riven’s eyes lit up. He scurried over to a workbench and started rummaging through a pile of metal and wires. “Of course, of course. I have just the attachment...”

I was kind of baffled, as I already had the torc in my hand—but that wasn’t the issue. He took a metal bulb with a small blue light blinking on the side and attached it to one of the three torcs.

“This is my latest design—completely tamper-proof—and if you try to remove it...” He made a slicing motion across his throat. “Boom.”

I swallowed hard. The thought of having that thing around my neck made my skin crawl.

Riven approached me, the collar held out like an offering. I stood still as he fastened it around my neck, the metal cold against my skin. It clicked into place with finality.

“There,” Riven said, stepping back to admire his handiwork. “A perfect fit.”

My hands fingered the collar. It felt strange and foreign, like it didn’t belong there.

Callista handed me a bundle of fresh, stink-free clothes. “Put these on.” she commanded.

I took the clothes without a word. They were simple, utilitarian. A black shirt and pants, boots, a belt. I pulled them on, feeling like I was putting on a new skin. A new identity.

Dane Tanner, bodyguard to the baroness—it had a ring to it. Hell, maybe this gig would give me the opportunities I needed on this world. It had to be better than being a peasant.

The feel wasn’t really me, though. I was play-acting until I could get off this crazy planet.

We left Riven’s workshop and headed upstairs into the guts of the ship. Callista was fuming. I could practically see the steam coming out of her ears.

“Now, we must go up to the bridge and kiss ass,” she said.

Many remarks and questions bubbled in my head, but I said nothing. Often, women would tell you everything you wanted to know and then some if you just listened.

“Kade has always been a thumb in my eye,” she muttered, “ever since we were children.”

I didn’t say anything. I just let her vent.

“He’s always been jealous of my legitimacy,” she continued. “I’m blood-related to two of our ship’s flight captains and the ship’s original physician to boot.” She sounded very proud of this lineage. “But Kade, the whore’s-bastard of our usurping overlord thinks he deserves more prestige than I do. It’s galling.”

We reached an elevator and stepped inside. Callista punched a button, and we started to rise.

“But he’s wrong,” she said, low and dangerously. “I’ve earned my place through established lines of inheritance. Kade is nothing. He might as well be a Duster.”

The elevator stopped, and we stepped out onto Arabella’s bridge, or what was left of it, anyway. The roof had been blown off in the crash and replaced by tent fabric that flapped in the wind.

Callista strode across the room, her heels clicking on the metal deck plates. I followed close behind, scanning the shadows for any sign of trouble.

We reached a makeshift throne at the far end of the room. Callista sat down, crossing her legs. I took up my position standing behind her.

We waited. Minutes ticked by.

Finally, the sound of footsteps echoed across the bridge. I tensed, but it was just Janson, striding towards us with a scowl on his face.

Janson strode onto the bridge like he owned the place, and in a way, he did. He was the overlord, the big man in charge. Everyone jumped to attention when he walked in, bowing and scraping like a bunch of trained monkeys.

I stood my ground, my arms crossed over my chest. I wasn’t about to bow to anyone, not even the ship’s overlord himself. Callista shot me a warning look, but I ignored it. I wasn’t her lapdog, no matter what the collar around my neck said.

Janson barely spared me a glance as he made his way to the captain’s chair, which now served the Techborn as a throne. He sat down heavily, his robes billowing around him. He looked like a king. He acted like one, too.

I expected him to start ranting about Kade, about the scene we’d caused on the UnderDeck. But he didn’t even mention it. It was like it had never happened. Maybe he didn’t know—or maybe he just didn’t care.

Instead, he launched into some grand plan to take out the Duster rebels once and for all. He had a map spread out on the table in front of him, jabbing at it with a meaty finger.

“We’ll lure them here,” he boomed across the bridge. “To this canyon. When they come like hungry dogs, we’ll be waiting.”

Callista leaned forward, studying the map. “And how do you propose we lure them in?”

“We’ll send out a message,” Janson continued. “We’ll tell them we’re willing to negotiate. That we want peace. They’ll jump at the chance to end this war once and for all.”

Callista nodded slowly. “Should we put them all to the sword? Slaughter their leadership?”

“Exactly,” Janson said, his eyes gleaming. “We’ll crush them like the insects they are.”

I felt a sinking feeling in my gut. This was bad. What if it worked? After hanging out with the Dusters for a while, I thought it just might.

Overlord Janson droned on about his grand plan. Lure the Dusters in with talk of peace. Then crush them when they least expected it. It was a dirty trick. The kind of thing a perverse mind like Janson’s would come up with.

I stood there like a good little soldier, my face blank. But inside, I was seething. These people really were assholes. The experiments, the arena fights, the way they treated people like animals. It wasn’t right.

When the meeting was over, I followed Callista back to her quarters, I felt uncertain about my mission on this crappy planet. I’d come here looking for Silas. But now I realized that even if I did find him alive and well, reestablishing his report regimen back to XCU, that wasn’t enough to fix Haven-7.

This place was rotten to the core. The Techborn, with their twisted science and their lust for power—they were dicks. There was nothing like law and fair play on this world. It was even worse than Old Earth.


Chapter 17

Callista took me to her quarters. I kind of figured I’d be put into a dog bed or something—but things didn’t work out that way.

The door to Callista’s bedroom slid open. Callista stood there, a glass of wine in her hand. She looked me up and down. There was a strange, hungry gleam in her eye.

“Come inside, Dane,” she purred. “I require another performance.”

I followed her into the room. It was sumptuous, all plush fabrics and soft lighting. A far cry from the stark corridors of Arabella.

Callista led me to a couch, and she draped herself over it. She gestured for me to pour wine for her. I did so, and then she handed the glass to me. I poured another one, which she took.

“Drink,” she commanded. “You’ll need all your strength. No conditions this time.”

I downed the wine in one gulp. It was strong, heady stuff. Callista refilled my glass, then patted the couch beside her.

Her hands roamed over my body, exploring. She was pretty good at that part. Soon, I began to touch her. She liked that even better.

We made love on the couch like we were starving for it. Callista was insatiable, demanding more and more. I was all in, and I obliged her.

At one point I found myself wondering if One-Tusk had ever been called upon for this duty. I doubted it. The monster would have torn her apart.

Afterward, we lay there, spent. Callista traced a finger along my jawline, quietly pondering her attraction to me.

“There’s something different about you, Dane,” she said. “You’re not like others I’ve brought into my chambers. You’re not like the Dusters or the Techborn.”

I shrugged. “Maybe it’s my winning personality.”

Callista laughed. “Perhaps. Or perhaps it’s something else…”

Was she probing to find out where I was really from? I didn’t care to reveal the truth. I didn’t know how she’d react if I admitted I was from Earth, a mercenary type working for XCU. That could have been a death sentence.

Instead, I played along, letting her believe what she wanted to believe.

It was during our second round of love-making that I decided the time was right. I’d come up with a plan by then, and when I came up with a good one, I usually employed it immediately.

In a moment of passion, I pulled her close, our faces mere inches apart. She struggled against my grip, her eyes wide with surprise and anger.

“Let me go, Dane,” she hissed. “Or I’ll blow your head off.”

She fumbled for a tiny controller, her finger hovering over the button. I knew she wasn’t bluffing. One press and my brain would be splattered all over the room.

But I had an ace up my sleeve.

“Go ahead,” I growled, breathing into her face. “But if you do it now, you’ll be killed too. Or at least, it will blow the jaw off that pretty face of yours.”

It was true. The blinking bomblet that freak Riven had attached to my torc was dangling down into her face. There was no way it was going to affect only me.

Callista hesitated, realization dawning on her. We were locked in a deadly embrace, and the torc around my neck was threatening us both.

“I will punish you for this,” she snarled. “I’ll make you suffer in ways you can’t even imagine.”

She described the torments she had in store for me—the experiments, the torture, the endless agony. It was enough to make a lesser man whimper.

But I only grinned. “Release the torc, and I’ll release you. Or maybe we could blow our heads off together in a lover’s embrace if you’re a romantic like me.”

She didn’t like any of my ideas. We stayed nose to nose for what seemed like an eternity, locked in a battle of wills. Neither of us was willing to back down.

Finally, Callista relented. She lowered her tiny controller, her eyes still blazing with fury.

I had her right where I wanted her, and she knew it. She stopped struggling, breathing hard. Her eyes blazed with fury and fear.

“I can’t just turn off the torc,” she claimed.

I shrugged. “In that case, we’re both dead.”

A dark thought crossed my mind, then. I might have to choke her out with my bare hands. If I did that while we were in a tight clinch, she couldn’t press the button without killing both of us. She’d have to let me knock her out—and hope she’d start breathing again.

My hands crept up to her fine throat. I didn’t want to hurt her—not really, but I couldn’t let her continue to decide whether I lived or died every hour of every day. One bad mood, or perhaps a moment of boredom, and I would be finished.

She figured out what I was doing as I began to squeeze. She had another wriggling fit, pressing her lithe body against mine. I couldn’t help but enjoy her form, even in this intense moment.

Callista raged and dug her nails into my skin, cursing me with every gasping breath. But I wouldn’t let go. I had the upper hand and I intended to keep it.

“Remove the collar first,” I demanded. “Then we’ll talk.”

A few seconds ticked by, feeling like an eternity. Callista’s breath was hot against my skin, her breasts crushed into my chest and her whole body was tense. There was no way either of us could deny that we were both still aroused in spite of the awkward particulars.

“Tick tock, girl,” I growled. “What’s it gonna be?”

She stopped hissing and spitting and relented all of a sudden. “Make love to me one more time,” she whispered, grinding her whole body into mine.

Hmm… She’d gone from threatening to kill me to offering herself up like a buffet? I wasn’t born yesterday. I knew what she was playing at. But hey, I’m only human. And she was one hell of a girl.

We went at it again, right there on the couch. This time was different, however. We were even more passionate. She was wilder than ever this time, almost desperate. I thought it was kind of weird, but I couldn’t say it wasn’t a turn-on.

Her body moved against mine in ways that would make a soldier blush. I let myself get lost in the moment, but I kept one hand on her neck at all times. Wasn’t that what you did with snakes?

Sure enough, she tried to slip away. I pulled her back, keeping our faces close together. That little cat-bell of a bomb thumped lightly against her throat.

Callista glared at me again. Her eyes full of venom. She rattled off a list of threats that would make a grown man cry. But I just laughed in her face.

Finally, she caved. With a snarl of frustration, she reached up and released the torc from around my neck.

Shit, was that all it took? The blue button on her remote, and the application of some fingernails to a clip…?

I didn’t waste any time. I threw that thing as far away as I could. It hit the wall with a nasty pop that made my ears ring.

If that had been around my neck when it blew, I’d be a headless corpse right now. The thought was hard to fathom, but I was alive, and I was free—for now, at least.

I knew Callista wouldn’t let me slide after this. She’d come after me with everything she had. But I was ready for her.

I gave her one last kiss, my hands roaming over her curves. She responded, pressing herself against me. I could feel the heat of her body, the racing of her pulse. She was getting off on this whole thing, I figured. She liked the idea that she was completely at my mercy. Maybe she’d had many slaves, and none of them had ever been in control before.

I squeezed her tight, enjoying the way she squirmed. But I couldn’t let myself get too distracted. It was time to get out of here.

Grabbing up some of her silky scarves, I tied her up. I made sure the knots were good and tight. The last one went over her pretty mouth. She struggled a bit, but I could tell she was into it. I stuffed a gag in her mouth to keep her quiet.

With Callista trussed up like a turkey, I made my escape. I snatched up the busted torc on my way out. It was in rough shape, but I managed to jerry-rig it with an extra scarf—damn, this girl had a collection.

The wrecked torc wasn’t going to fool anyone up close, but it might just do the trick from a distance.

Slipping out into the night, I left Callista’s fancy apartment behind. The passages were dark and quiet, but I didn’t let my guard down. In this town—if you could even call a crashed ship a town—danger lurked around every corner.

I had to find my way out of this radioactive hot zone and then off this rock of a planet. But first, I needed to blend in. Keeping to the shadows, I did my best impression of a lowly slave running an errand. The torc around my neck helped sell the illusion. I just hoped no one looked too closely.

As I walked, I tried to come up with a plan to get through the main hatchway and outside into the open. After a hundred steps, I thought I had it.


Chapter 18

Like a ghost, I trotted quietly through the twisted corridors of Arabella. It was late at night, and the Techborn troops I saw standing guard at various intersections were bored or drunk. The robotic ones at the door to the outside world, however—they were more of a problem. When they stopped me, I showed off my wrecked torc.

The robots scanned me with their beady little sensors. I held my breath, waiting for the alarms to start blaring. But nothing happened. They just stood there, staring at me like a couple of dumb tin cans.

Then it hit me. The torc. They thought I was still Callista’s property. I nearly laughed out loud. I guess even robots can be fooled by a bit of string and a busted collar. That freak Riven had done a good job.

I walked right past them, trying to act like I belonged there. It was easy. I just kept my head high and my shoulders squared. I wasn’t going to let them see me sweat.

After that, I moved quickly to the edge of the crater and slid away into the night on the far side. There was nothing out here but dark farms and fields.

I couldn’t believe it. I was out—free!

Taking one last look back at Arabella, I marveled. There were a few things about that hive of evil… mostly Callista… that I was going to miss.

The ship itself was a hell of a sight, especially in the dark. They’d decorated it with a few colored lights and beacons, but you could still see the decay. The massive starship lay half-buried in the crater. The wrecked metal landing gear was visible from this vantage, glinting in the moonlight. The skids and struts looked like a giant, twisted skeleton, picked clean by scavengers over time.

All night long, I walked alone in the Red Desert. In the morning, I kept on walking. Harsh sunlight beat down on my back. The sanctuary zone should be on the far side of this inhospitable stretch. That’s where Silas was supposed to be—and I had to find him.

The sand stretched out before me, an endless sea of rust. It was a brutal place, unforgiving and cruel. But I was used to that. I’d seen my fair share of brutality in my time.

Dozing on my feet, half sleepwalking, I didn’t see the signs before things went wrong. Suddenly, a behemoth burst out of the sand in front of me. It was a wild creature, all teeth and claws and fury. It looked like a giant armadillo—but with fangs.

I didn’t have time to think. I just reacted.

As I was unarmed, I lunged at the beast, grabbing it by the throat. I had to dig in there, under the scaly plates of leathery armor to get a grip, but I managed it.

The thing thrashed and snarled, but I held on tight. I wasn’t going to let this thing eat me.

We rolled in the sand, a tangle of limbs and snarls. I could feel its hot breath on my face, the stench of its body—but I never let go.

I squeezed with all my might. Most people who play gym rat do it for looks and for exercise—but in my occupation, those hours pumping iron really paid off at moments like this.

The beast gurgled, its eyes bulging. It was trying to get away, now. It was way past hoping for an easy dinner—but I didn’t let up. I couldn’t. If I did, it would just be back tonight while I was sleeping, maybe with a pack of relatives to help out. It was either him or me.

Finally, the monster went limp in my grasp. I let go, panting heavily. I was covered in blood and sand, but I was alive.

I looked down at the dead creature. It was a shame, really. It was just trying to survive, same as me. But out here, not everyone was going to live to see the grandkids.

I knelt down and drank the beast’s blood, letting it run down my throat. It was warm and coppery—nasty. I needed sustenance though. If I was going to be strong enough to fight off the night’s creatures, I had to feed. I tore into its flesh with my teeth next, filling my belly with the tough, stringy meat. I hadn’t eaten much for days, and I didn’t know when my next meal was coming. It really wasn’t complicated at all.

As I ate, I thought about the Dusters. They were a tough people, survivors. They had to be, living out here in the bush, but even they couldn’t stand up to the Techborn forever. The inhabitants of Arabella were too organized, too ruthless, too sure they were owed a free lunch by the farmers and the tradesmen of the colony.

The Techborn were the real problem on Haven-7. With their fancy technology, and their twisted experiments, they thought they could rule over everyone. Overlord Janson had made that clear with his grand plans.

I had to at least warn the Dusters. I had to help them, if I could. Things had definitely sunk into a state of barbarity out here on Haven-7. Just look at me now, with alien animal blood running down my thighs. It was little comfort, but at least it was red blood.

Finishing my meal, I stood up, wiping the gore from my mouth. I had a long way to go.

On the third day, I stumbled upon a ruined caravan. It must have been Duster refugees, trying to escape the Techborn’s iron grip. They looked like simple farmer folk. They hadn’t stood a chance out here in the Red Desert.

I rummaged through their scattered belongings. I found some water and a bit of food. Enough to keep me going for another day or two. I was wearing my clothes differently by this time, turning everything I had into a hat and cloak. The sun was brutal, beating down on my back like a hammer. But at least it wasn’t burning me up. This whole damn planet was a furnace.

The sound of hoofbeats came in the distance while I was poking around in a wagon with broken wheels. Mounted bandits were coming from the west, from the looks of it.

Shit.

Probably Techborn lackeys, out here to prey on the weak and helpless. I reached for my buzzblade, but then remembered I didn’t have it. Malcus had taken it when he captured me.

Crouching down behind an overturned wagon, I hid and watched as the bandits approached. There were three of them, all heavily armed and armored. They were laughing and joking among themselves, like they didn’t have a care in the world.

One of them dismounted and started poking around in the wreckage. He kicked over a few bodies, looking for valuables. The others stood watch, their eyes scanning the horizon for any signs of trouble.

I knew I couldn’t take them all on my own. Not without a weapon, anyway. But I couldn’t just hide in a broken wagon forever, either.

Looking around, trying to find something I could use as a weapon, my eyes fell on a broken piece of wood, about the length of my arm. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do.

I gripped the makeshift club tightly in my hand, feeling the rough grain of the wood against my skin. I had to be smart about this. One wrong move and I’d end up just like these poor bastards—eyeless and drying out in the open sun a little more each day.

The bandit leader barked an order, and they started to mount up. I felt a wave of relief. They were going to leave me hiding in this makeshift graveyard.

“Hold!” a voice called out. “I see fresh footprints!”

I turned to see the three mounted figures pause. The leader was a big man, with a bushy beard and cold, calculating eyes. I recognized him as the group drew nearer. It was Kade, the Techborn bastard who’d bet against me back in the UnderDeck Arena.

Kade followed the prints I’d left. I guess the winds had covered up everything in sand. My feet had betrayed me. Kade walked his mount to the broken wagon, and he stopped a fair distance from my hiding spot.

“Well, well, well,” Kade said, grinning. “Look what we have here, boys! Another rat, drawn in by the scraps we left behind.”

He turned to his followers, his voice taking on an instructional tone. “You see, cadets? All you have to do is leave some junk lying around after a raid. Fresh rats will always come scurrying out of their holes. More easy pickings.”

I gritted my teeth, my grip tightening on my lame club. It was time to gamble, and to gamble big. There was no way I could beat three armed and mounted men with a chunk of firewood. That wasn’t going to happen—not if I played fair.

“Is that Kade Janson?” I asked, showing myself. “Oh, hold on… no, it isn’t. You’re no Janson. I hear your momma was an UnderDeck whore. Is that true, Kade?”

Kade had been laughing and amused a minute ago. His demeanor changed in a hurry when he heard my mean words and recognized the throat they were coming out of.

A look of sheer hate came over old Kade. Just as I’d hoped it would.

“Usually,” he said, “I return escaped slaves to their owners after I geld them. But not you. After the gelding, we’re going to keep going until there’s nothing left to cut off.”

While he was making this impassioned speech, I’d stepped into a mess of broken wheels and boxes. I’d spotted something shiny. A glint of metal caught my eye. A long knife was sticking up like a flagpole, thrust into a dead man’s belly and left behind.

Three long steps, and I lunged for the weapon. I dropped my pathetic chunk of wood and hefted a significant upgrade. I yanked the long knife free from the corpse’s gut and brought it up just in time to accidentally catch a slug from Kade’s gun. The shot ricocheted off the blade, sparks flying. The knife was almost knocked from my hand.

Kade urged his walker forward, his eyes blazing with fury. He leveled a shredder at me, his finger tightening on the trigger.

I dove behind the wagon and crawled among rocks as bullets sprayed in a deadly cone. Shredders had almost no barrel length and they were low-powered, designed not to punch through the walls of a spaceship.

Kade and his goons were all firing wildly, trying to flush me out, but I wasn’t going to make it easy for them.

The hail of lead whizzed by, mostly over my head. I was crawling in sand and dried stains. Wood splintered and flew. Rocks sparked. New holes were punched all over the length of the wagon’s thick walls.

“Is that the best you got, bastard-boy?” I shouted, my voice echoing off of rocks. “Callista told me you were the fancy type, but I thought you Techborns were supposed to be able to aim, at least. Superior my ass!”

Kade snarled in response, and he finally lost it. Pride is a terrible thing. It can make a man take chances when he doesn’t need to.

My smack-talk had finally gotten to him. He charged me, his gun rattling and popping steadily as he came close. He marched his walker right into the broken wagon, then, realizing I wasn’t there, wheeled and headed for the rocks.

More bullets ricocheted off the rocks, sending up a spray of dust and debris—then he was out of ammo. Instead of pausing to reload, to circle and get an angle on me to finish me off, he drew an electric lash instead.

The last he’d seen of me, I’d been holding a chunk of wood. I guess he figured he could take one starving madman in the desert with his lash from the back of his walker.

But he’d thought wrong.

Suddenly, I stood. Kade’s eyes widened in surprise as I lunged, crossing the distance between us. His butt-monkey cadets couldn’t shoot me now, their weapons were too inaccurate, and they hadn’t charged in close with their crazy leader.

In that single moment, Kade and I were face-to-face. We were inches apart. He tried to bring his lash to bear, but I was too fast. My knife flashed in the sunlight as I stabbed upward and thrust deep.

Kade screamed as the blade bit into his belly, punching through a crack in his armor where his gut met his thighs. Blood sprayed, painting the sand crimson.

His lash caught me with a glancing shock, but I didn’t let up. I pressed my advantage, hacking and stabbing, though my knife was no buzzblade. Kade’s walker was in reverse, but I didn’t let him get away and run. I managed to nearly sever the hand with the lash next, then I thrust for the throat, but missed.

Kade was a tough one. I’ll have to give him that much. He didn’t slide down in shock, to shiver and piss himself—nothing like that. He tried to defend himself with his remaining hand, but it was no use. I was like a man possessed. The truth was, I’d had enough of him and his kind.

With a final, brutal strike, I separated Kade’s head from his shoulders. The head hit the ground with a sickening thud, rolling away in a spray of blood and sand.

The other two Techborns stared at me in horror. They were young, obviously in training. Their shredders aimed in my direction, but they didn’t fire—maybe they couldn’t believe that Kade was really dead.

Then, Kade’s body slid off his walker and thumped to the ground, raising a halo of dust. I grabbed up the gun he’d dropped. I went to ground, out of sight, a moment after that.

As I’d hoped they would, the two young Techborn turned tail and ran. Their walkers kicked up clouds of dust as they fled. It was all fun and games abusing unarmed Dusters, but they hadn’t liked the last fight they’d witnessed.

Sucking in dry air, I stood in the wreckage among the dead. My knife dripped with Kade’s blood.

The rush of battle was fading now, replaced by a sick feeling of all-out exertion. I poked at the headless corpse at my feet and smiled. Here was one less enemy to worry about. I was sure this man had come out here to find me. He’d probably heard of my escape, and he’d come out to the desert with a raiding party, possibly just to find me.

Well, he’d managed to do that much.

I knelt down and started rifling through Kade’s pockets. Might as well see what the prick had on him. Ammo, a few credits, some half-eaten rations. Nothing much, but I took it all.

Then, as I searched his saddle, my hand brushed against something familiar. I froze. It couldn’t be!

I pulled the object out, my cracked lips splitting into a grin.

It was my buzzblade. The same damn one I had lost back at Gritstone Hollow, when that twisted freak Malcus had captured me. What the hell was Kade doing with it?

Turning the weapon over in my hands, I examined it closely. It was definitely mine. It has the same sleek, Earth-made design. The edge was still razor-sharp. I even found my initials scratched into the handle.

I activated the blade, feeling the familiar hum of the vibrating edge. It was as deadly as ever. I took a few practice swings, the blade slicing and humming through the air with a satisfying whoosh.

How had Kade gotten his hands on this? He must have been tracking me since the day I left, and he’d found this somehow? Or had he gotten it from Malcus himself?

Either way, it didn’t bode well. The Techborn were still after me, still haunting my every step. I thought I’d escaped them back at Arabella, but it seemed they weren’t done with me yet.

Well, that was just fucking fine. I wasn’t done with them, either. I still had a few scores to settle with these assholes on behalf of the Dusters.

I attached the buzzblade onto my belt, feeling its reassuring weight against my hip. I cast the chipped knife aside. It was good to have a superior weapon for infighting. With my old blade at my side, I felt more dangerous.

The desert was an endless expanse of red sand that stretched out before me. Somewhere out there was the Sanctuary Zone. The preacher would be there, and he held the key to my getting home to XCU.

But first, I had to find some shelter and some water. I was running on empty, and I needed to recharge if I was going to make it to the Sanctuary Zone in one piece.

I took Kade’s walker after disabling the tracker and remote shut-down module. Then I set off across the sand, my mount’s feet kicking up clouds of dust with every step.

The sun beat down on my back like a mean father, but I would forever count today as a good one.


Chapter 19

The swollen orange ball in the sky never let up as I rode across the Red Desert. My hands were exposed—I should have stolen Kade’s riding gloves, but one of them had his hand in it, so I’d passed. Soon, the exposed skin blistered. My lips were cracked and bleeding, too. I’d been out here for days, with nothing but the clothes on my back and the weapons I’d scavenged.

The walker beneath me moved with a steady, mechanical gait, its metal legs kicking up clouds of iron oxide dust with every step. I’d never ridden one of these things for so long before, but I was getting the hang of it. It beat the hell out of walking, that’s for damn sure.

My stomach growled, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten lately. I’d run out of rations yesterday, and I was starting to feel the effects. My head was pounding, my vision blurring at the edges. I needed food—and even more, I needed water. Soon.

Squinting into the distance, I tried to make out any landmarks through the shimmering heat haze. I did that every few minutes, but rarely did I see anything more interesting than an outcropping of rocks that looked like they were straight off the rusty surface of Mars back home.

When the sun was sinking, I spotted something different. There was a glint of metal on the horizon, reflecting the harsh sunlight. I urged the walker toward it, hoping I wasn’t going to have to kill for food and drink.

As I drew closer, the shape resolved itself into a cluster of buildings, nestled in a shallow valley between two rocky outcroppings. There was a shitty, ramshackle wall of barrels and logs all tied together encircling it.

Cinder Hollow, I’d found it—the Duster sanctuary that Megan had told me about.

I felt a surge of relief to finally find a tiny patch of civilization, a place to rest, to resupply. Maybe I’d even get some answers about what the hell had happened to the XCU man I was supposed to locate.

The walker’s metal feet clanged against rocks when I got close. It was a primitive road of sorts. I could see people moving about now, tiny figures scurrying between the shacks and outbuildings. They’d spotted me too, from the looks of it. I saw a few of them pointing in my direction, shouting to each other.

I hoped they were friendlier than the last bunch I’d run into. I was in no mood for another fight. All I wanted was a hot meal, a cold drink, and a place to lay my head for a while.

Cinder Hollow’s gates were open, and my walker’s metal feet thudded on a packed dirt road that ran through the town. There was only one road in this town, and it was just as unimpressive as you might imagine.

The place was a dump, a huddle of unfortunates in a valley between three rock walls and the open desert. The people looked rough, too—all sunburnt faces and tattered clothes. Still, I was happy to be here.

They had a grand total of three beggars at the entrance. I guess that was all they could afford. They held out their begging hands and pleaded for coins. Two of them were faking it, I could tell. They had that look in their eyes, the one that said they’d just as soon slit your throat as take your charity.

The last one was a kid, but I ignored them all and moved to pass them by.

The kid didn’t let it go. Maybe I was the first dumb-looking stranger he’d spotted all day. He jumped up and followed me.

He was young, maybe twelve years old, with a shock of dirty blond hair and water-colored eyes. He followed me, but he didn’t paw at my legs or dig into my walker’s saddlebags. That was a wise choice on his part.

“Mister? You got a credit on you?”

“No, kid. Nothing for free.”

“What can I do for you, then?”

He said this with a suspicious air. Maybe he’d heard a few bad suggestions in the past.

“You know where I can find Silas?” I asked him.

The boy’s eyes widened, and he took a step back. “What do you want with him?”

I held up my hands in a placating gesture. “Easy, kid. I just want to talk to him. I’m not here to cause trouble.”

The boy wasn’t buying this. “You’re one of them, aren’t you? An assassin, come to kill the preacher.”

I frowned. “What? No, I’m not an assassin. I’m just looking for some answers.”

But the kid wasn’t listening. He turned and bolted, his skinny legs pumping as he ran down the street.

Cursing under my breath, I rode after him. I couldn’t let him get away, not if he knew where the preacher was.

I caught up to him easily, my walker’s strides eating up the distance between us. I slid out of the saddle and grabbed him by the arm, spinning him around to face me.

“Listen, kid. I’m not going to hurt you, or the preacher. I just need to talk to him.”

The boy struggled in my grip, his eyes wide with fear. “Let me go! I won’t let you kill him!”

I sighed. This was getting me nowhere. “What’s your name, kid?”

He hesitated for a moment, then mumbled, “Jared.”

“Okay, Jared. I’m Dane. I promise I’m not here to hurt anyone. I just need the preacher’s help. Can you take me to him?”

Jared squirmed in my grip, his eyes full of distrust. I loosened my hold on his arm, not wanting to hurt the kid.

I decided to take a big chance. “Look, I’m not from around here. I’m from Earth. I came through the XCU portal to find the preacher and get some answers.”

The boy’s eyes widened even further, if that was possible. “Earth? The XCU? You’re... you’re from the home world?”

Anybody else would have laughed at me, I’m pretty sure. But Jared was a kid. “That’s right. I’m here on a mission, and I need the preacher’s help. Can you take me to him?”

Jared hesitated for a moment, then nodded slowly. “Okay. I’ll take you to him. But if you’re lying, if you hurt the preacher...”

I held up my hands. “ I promise I won’t.”

The kid still looked skeptical, but he turned and started walking down the street. I followed close behind, keeping an eye out for any trouble.

We wove through the narrow alleys and side streets of Cinder Hollow, dodging scavengers along the way. The place was a maze of sticks and bricks, but Jared seemed to know where he was going.

Finally, we came to a stop outside a small, nondescript hut. It looked like any other shack in the settlement, but Jared pointed to it with a nod.

“The preacher’s in there. But I’m not going in with you.”

I reached into my pocket and pulled out a Techborn coin. I’d lifted it off of Kade’s body, figuring it might come in handy. I flipped it to Jared, who caught it with a surprised look on his face.

“For your trouble, kid. Now get out of here.”

Jared didn’t need to be told twice. He turned and ran, disappearing into the maze of buildings with the coin clutched tightly in his fist.

I watched him go, then turned to face the preacher’s shack. It was time to get some answers.

Knocking did nothing, so I let myself inside. The shack was more of a squalid hut. A medieval peasant would have been ashamed of it.

A stench of sickness and decay was overpowering. The place was a mess, with dirty rags and empty bottles scattered across the floor. In the corner, I saw a figure huddled under a threadbare blanket. A rumbling cough came out of that—then I knew.

“Silas?” I called out, my voice sounding unnaturally loud in the cramped space. “Is that you?”

The figure stirred, pushing back a homespun blanket to reveal a gaunt, sickly face. It was Silas, all right, but he looked like hell. His skin was pale and clammy, his eyes sunken and bloodshot.

“Who’s there?” he croaked, his voice barely above a whisper.

I stepped closer, keeping my hands visible so he wouldn’t spook. “The name’s Dane Tanner. I’m with the XCU, from Earth, sir.”

The preacher’s eyes widened, and he struggled to sit up. “The XCU? But why… I haven’t checked in for a time…”

“That’s right. Is your skullweb malfunctioning?”

He broke off into a fit of coughing, his whole body shaking with the force of it. I moved to help him, but he waved me off.

“I’m fine,” he gasped, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “Just a little under the weather, that’s all. I’ve had trouble focusing. Can’t a man take a few days away from his gear without panicking Earth?”

I wasn’t buying his story. First of all, it’d been more like two months since he’d reported in, not two days. Besides that, the guy looked like he had one foot in the grave already.

“I need you to report in. XCU sent me to see what happened. They thought maybe you were…”

“Dead? No, not yet.”

“Why then? Why have you refused to call home? You look like you need help.”

The old fart sat up. He brewed some tea.

“You have any stims?”

“To smoke? No, sir. I don’t do that.”

He looked me over, and he nodded. “Yes… of course. I can see you’re a really a mercenary. Into your health and all that… I’m a different breed, a watcher, instead of an active participant.”

“Of course, sir.”

“Stop calling me sir, dammit! I’m not washed up yet!”

Concerned, and a bit disgusted that I’d sacrificed so much to find this guy, I sat on an overturned bucket and cocked my head. “Do you know your colony is going to shit, Silas?”

He didn’t look at me for a bit. He stirred his tea and sipped and coughed. “That’s rude.”

“It’s true. This place is a rat’s nest.”

“No, not that part. It’s rude to assign me to this place. I live here, and I have a certain love for it—but I don’t own it. I didn’t invent this lopsided culture. I’m an observer, not a god.”

I thought about that, and I took a deep breath—that was a mistake. “Okay,” I said. “Not your job. You observe, and you report. Why haven’t you been reporting?”

“Look at me. If Director Brandt saw what you’re seeing now, what would they do?”

“Uh… replace you?”

“Exactly. I don’t want to be recalled. I feel… attached to this place.”

My eyes were squinting. I could believe him, but I sure as hell didn’t share his sentimentality. “So, you went dark to avoid being forcibly retired?”

“Yes. These people need me now. I’m recovering—believe it or not, this is much better than I looked just a few days ago.”

I didn’t see how that could be true, but I let it go.

“Okay, okay,” I said, making erasure motions in the air with my hands. “I’ve found you. All I have to do is get you to report in, and then my job here is finished.”

He looked at me then, square in the eye. The fire he was brewing tea over flickered in our faces. “I knew you’d come. You realize that, don’t you?”

“Yeah… I guess…”

“Have you learned anything about this colony? Is it in good health?”

“Fuck no. The Techborn are arrogant and cruel. The Dusters have had enough of it. If you ask me, they’re on the verge of an all-out civil war.”

The preacher nodded, his eyes glinting with a hint of his old fire. He reached under his limp pillow and pulled out a strange-looking device. It was a tangle of wires and silver contacts, glinting in the dim light of the shack.

“My skullweb,” he said.

“You sure that thing still works?”

“Of course, it does. I’m going to test it on you right now.”

“To check my ID?”

Silas nodded. He lifted the skullweb to his head, wincing as the contacts dug into his skin. For a moment, nothing happened. Then the device began to glow, a soft blue light pulsing in time with his heartbeat.

“It’s working,” he said, his voice distant and dreamy. The preacher smiled, a ghastly sight with his sunken cheeks and yellowed teeth.

“I can feel it,” I nodded, feeling a sense of relief wash over me. With the skullweb, the preacher could read my thoughts, confirm that I was who I said I was. No more doubts, no more suspicions. Then, he could call XCU for a rift. That would be my ticket home.

The preacher kept his eyes closed for a long time. The skullweb glowed brighter as he delved into my mind. I felt a strange sensation, like a tickle at the back of my skull. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it was definitely weird.

After a moment, the preacher opened his eyes. “They’re planning something big,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “I see it in your mind—something that could change the balance of power on Haven-7 forever. We have to stop them Tanner, before it’s too late.”

I tried to ignore the weird tingling sensation in my head. I hated being scanned by these things. It felt like beetles were crawling around in your brain.

“Satisfied?” I asked.

Silas nodded, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “More than satisfied, my friend. I see the things you’ve done. You’ve killed. You’ve defended the weak. You have been a true ally in our fight against the Techborn.”

“Our fight?” I grunted. I wasn’t here to fight for freedom, or even to make friends. At this point, I just wanted to get back to Earth. Back to Tina, and a fat paycheck.

“No,” Silas said. “That’s not how it’s going to be…”

“What? Are you still reading my mind? Knock it off. Are you going to report back to Earth, or not?”

He removed the skullweb. My jaw dropped.

“No,” he said, slowly. “You’re not going home—not yet. Not until you do one more thing to help these people.”

Ah, shit… So he was demanding a deal.

I could see it all, now. In a flash. This old frigger had gone native. His adopted planet was going sour—so he’d called for help.

Had he done that in the approved way? By making a request?

Shit no. If he’d done that, XCU would have replaced him and shunted him back to Earth. They didn’t have the budget for fixing civil wars. They were all about observing and reporting, these days. Sending out whole teams to fix backwater dumps like Haven-7 would be too expensive, too wasteful when it came to planets like this.

So… old Silas had become tricky. He knew if he just disappeared, they’d send someone—someone capable. In this case, that chump was me.

“You fucker,” I said. “You lured me out here.”

He shrugged. “It was nothing personal. These people need help. I saw it in your mind—you know the truth, Tanner. You don’t want to be a hero, but you have all the right instincts for the job.”

Immediately, my mind flashed to murder. I’m not proud of it, and I was glad Silas didn’t have his skullweb on anymore.

This guy—he’d be dead in seconds. The trouble was, I couldn’t operate a skullweb. I couldn’t call for help, or for a ticket home.

He had me.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked in a dull voice. “And don’t tell me I have to go assassinate the overlord, or some shit like that. It’s not going to happen.”

“No, no. Nothing so overt. I need you to warn the Duster rebels. They have to know what’s coming—that the Techborn offer of peace is a false one.”

He’d really done some digging in my mind to pick up all that.

“Warn them? That’s all? Where are they?”

“Look for their leader. He’s gathering his strength at an outpost—a place called Barfight.”

I smiled at the name. I could easily imagine how the colonists had come to call it that.

“All right. If I find this place, and I warn the rebel leader—you’ll send me home?”

He placed a withered hand over his heart. “You have my word.”

“Great…”


Chapter 20

I spent that night with the preacher. He wasn’t the worst host—but I’d had better.

“Things are bad here, Tanner. Unlivable. The Techborn have been terrorizing the Dusters for years now. Stealing our resources, enslaving our people, experimenting on them like lab rats.”

“Did you say… our people?”

“A slip of the tongue.”

“Okay…” I said. “I have to admit, I’ve seen some pretty sick shit firsthand.”

“They’ve got a whole list of crimes against humanity,” Silas continued. “Murder, torture, forced labor. You name it, they’ve done it. And they’re not going to stop until they’ve got complete control over Haven-7.”

“What about the rebel Dusters?  Have they got an army? How many are we talking?”

Silas shrugged. “Hard to say... hundreds, maybe thousands. They’re scattered all over Haven-7, hiding out in the wastelands and the ruins. But they’re united in their cause. They want the Techborn to respect them, to treat them as equals.”

I snorted. The Techborn weren’t likely to see anyone as equals. Not without a lot of killing.

“You’ve met Callista, haven’t you? The baroness?”

I froze. How the hell did he know about that? I’d kept my little tryst with Callista a secret, even from the preacher. But… maybe it had been on the top of my mind when he scanned me.

Silas saw the look on my face. He chuckled. “Don’t worry, Tanner. Your secret’s safe with me. But Callista isn’t the worst of them. There are others, even worse than her. Mad scientists, ruthless warlords, you name it. They’re all part of the Techborn’s inner circle, and they’ll stop at nothing to keep their position of power.”

“There’s a complication,” I said. “Something that might make it hard for me to do as you ask.”

“What’s that?”

“In order to traverse this world freely, I’ll need to take a walker on a long journey, right?”

“Yes, of course. I can show you the optimal route.” He moved to get out a plastic glowing map sheet, but I put up a hand.

“It’s not just about that. I’ve… uh… kind of pissed off a lot of Techborn on the way out here, see.” Then, I told him about Kade.

I could see the worry lines etched into his weathered face. He was horrified.

“You killed Kade?” Silas asked, his voice low and serious. “The overlord’s only son?”

“Hmm… only one, huh? Too bad. He might want to get a new wife pregnant, in order to have an heir all lined up.”

Silas stood and paced. It was a painful to watch, as it was more of a hobbling gait. “Disastrous. You’ve destroyed all chances of walking this planet incognito. They’ll turn out their best to find out how it happened. Worse, you say there were witnesses? Men who got away from your depraved butchery?”

“Hey, come on. That guy had it coming. He was preying on innocent people, Silas. I couldn’t let that stand. I thought you wanted some help in a war you’ve chosen sides in.”

Silas shook his head. “Tanner, the Techborn won’t take this lightly. They’ll be out for blood, now—your blood.”

I shrugged, leaning back in my chair. “Then maybe you shouldn’t have played games and got XCU to send a man like me out here. What’s done is done.”

He sighed. “I guess you’re right. I share the blame for this wrinkle in events.”

We sat in silence for a while. I could feel exhaustion creeping up on me. The events of the past few days were catching up all at once—the fights, the narrow escapes, the revelations about Janson’s plans. It was a lot to process.

The preacher must have sensed my fatigue. He pulled out a bottle of some kind of homemade liquor, holding it up with a questioning look. I nodded, grateful for the offer. A little liquid courage never hurt in times like these.

We passed the bottle back and forth, the alcohol burning my throat as it went down. It was strong stuff, probably brewed in some backwoods still. But it did the trick, warming me from the inside out.

As we drank, the preacher’s mood seemed to lift. A smile crept across his weathered face, his eyes twinkling with a newfound hope.

“You know, Tanner,” he said, his words starting to slur a bit. “I’ve been praying for you to show up. I needed someone from Earth, someone who could help free this planet of Techborn rule. Despite your uncouth nature and animal instincts, you are an answer to those prayers.”

I chuckled at that, shaking my head. I was no one’s savior, that was for damn sure. Just a guy trying to do the right thing, even if it meant getting my hands dirty.

We talked for a while longer, the preacher regaling me with stories of Haven-7’s past. The early days of the colony, the rise of the Techborn, the struggles of the Dusters. Like all history lessons, it soon had me nodding off.

Eventually, the liquor and the exhaustion caught up with us both. The preacher pointed me to a slightly fresher pile of blankets in the corner.

I collapsed onto them gratefully, my eyes already closing. The last thing I saw before I drifted off was the preacher, sprawled out on his own bed, a contented smile on his face. For the first time in a long while, he felt a flicker of hope.

I lay on the preacher’s lumpy makeshift bed, my mind racing despite the exhaustion that weighed heavy on my bones. Sleep was a fickle bitch, always eluding a man when he needed her most. Instead, my thoughts drifted to the women I’d crossed paths with on this godforsaken planet.

Callista, the baroness. She was a serious temptress, that woman—cruel, manipulative, with a sadistic streak a mile wide—but damn, was she hot. The things that woman had done with our bodies, the way she moved… That kind of thing would drive a man insane, eventually. I couldn’t deny the attraction, even as I despised everything she stood for.

And then there was Megan—sweet, fiery Megan—a Duster through and through. She was tough as nails but had a sweetheart. She’d saved my ass more than once, and I couldn’t help but admire hers. There was a connection there, something real and tangible.

I tossed and turned, my mind flip-flopping between the two women. Callista was a succubus—all sex and danger wrapped up in one irresistible package. Now Megan, she was the kind of girl you could build something with. She’s who you wanted for a partner, a friend, a lover.

After punching a thin pillow a few times, I finally fell asleep in flickering firelight. It was the sleep of exhaustion.


Chapter 21

I awakened with a start. The sound of splintering wood had jolted me from a restless sleep.

Dawn light filtered through the cracks in Silas’ squalid hut. It took me a second to figure out the old man was gone.

I grabbed Kade’s shredder, the weight feeling good in my hands.

That’s about all the time I had before the door burst open. Two Techborn soldiers stormed in, all swagger and bravado.

Not being in the mood to answer questions or grovel, I opened fire. A blast of heavy bullets echoed loudly in the small space.

The first man dropped with about seven slugs in him that found a way past his armor. Good thing they only wore chest plates. The second guy got off a burst from his shredder, spraying the wall over my head with bullets. I rushed him, dodging the hail of lead. He wasn’t all that good with a full automatic. He let the recoil push his barrel up, and he was chipping the ceiling.

A lack of training? Or sheer panic after he saw his buddy bite it?

I didn’t know, and I didn’t care. I tackled him to the ground. We grappled, his shredder still clattering away. Old man Silas was going to have to buy some new clay pots after today.

My hands found his throat, and I squeezed with all my strength. He thrashed beneath me, but I held on, watching the life drain from his eyes. He never really had a chance, as I was about two sizes bigger than he was. During moments like this one, I cherished every day I’d wasted admiring myself in the mirrors at the gym.

It was over in about a minute. I stood, breathing hard. There were two dead Techborn at my feet. Not a bad start to the day. But the situation raised some questions. How did they find me? And where the hell was the Preacher?

I searched the bodies, looking for clues. Nothing. Just standard issue gear and weapons. I pocketed some ammo for my shredder. They were hungry weapons.

Stepping outside, I scanned the area. Cinder Hollow was quiet. Apparently, when gunfire broke out here people didn’t come running to find out why. Wise.

There was no sign of any other Techborn. I had to find Silas and figure out our next move. The Dusters were counting on us—this intrusion made that doubly clear. If these two had found me, well, more of them were bound to follow.

I set off walking through the settlement. My shredder was in my hands, at the ready. The Techborn had made their first move. Now it was my turn.

The dusty street grew steadily warmer as I walked in the fresh light of dawn. Pretty soon, the sun would be glaring down like an accusatory eye.

Near the gates, I found him. Silas was kneeling in the dirt. He was cradling something in his arms.

No, not something. Someone. I moved closer, feeling a cold ball of dread settle in my guts.

It was the boy—Jared. His small body was limp, lifeless. Blood stained his shirt, a dark red bloom against the faded fabric. Silas looked up at me, his eyes haunted.

“They followed you,” he said, with raw grief. “The Techborn. You brought death to this town.”

I shook my head, trying to process what I was seeing. Jared was just a kid. An innocent caught in the crossfire of a war he’d never signed up for.

Silas laid the boy’s body down gently. He stood to face me. There was anger in his eyes now, as well as sorrow. He coughed, but only briefly.

“You’re going to bring death and destruction to the Dusters, everywhere you go,” he said, and his words cut me. After all, it was undeniable that if I hadn’t come here, that kid would still be breathing. “We can’t afford to have you here, Tanner. You’re a liability.”

“Where should I go? Back to the Arabella? Maybe I could kill a few of them…”

Silas shook his head. “I made a mistake. All of this is my fault. I shouldn’t have brought you here. I shouldn’t have tricked XCU into sending you. This planet—we need a surgeon, not another thug.”

I grabbed his skinny arm with five thick fingers. “Listen, Preacher, no one can have their freedom for free. Every world has to fight for it—or lose it.”

Silas barely listened. He was overcome with grief. He was no soldier, that was for sure. “We need to get you off Haven-7 and back to Earth,” he said. “It’s the only way to keep people safe.”

“That’s not going to stop what’s coming,” I said. “These people are either going to win this—or they’re going to lose. Either way, I’m in it, now. You brought me here, and you sold me on helping. I’m not running away.”

Silas sighed, his shoulders slumping. He wasn’t even trying to change my mind. Hell, I don’t think anything could at this point. I was pissed.

We buried Jared on a hill overlooking Cinder Hollow. I dug the grave myself, the shovel biting into the hard earth. The Preacher said some words over the small body, wrapped in a threadbare blanket. I stood there, numb. This was on me. I brought this down on them.

The walk back to town was silent. The Preacher kept glancing at me, like he wanted to say something, but I didn’t want to hear it. I didn’t need to. It was obvious what I had to do next.

“You’re a stubborn man, Tanner,” he said finally.

I grunted. Stubborn? I guess that was one word for it. Foolish was another, maybe prideful or arrogant. Take your pick.

“You should go to Barfight Outpost,” he continued. “Join up with the rebels there. They could use a man like you.”

I laughed out loud. “A man like me? You mean the kind that gets kids killed?”

The Preacher shook his head. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it, Tanner. You’re right though… Death will follow you. Everyone can sense you’re different. Good and bad—they’re drawn to you.”

There was no way to deny it. Everywhere I went, people tended to get hurt. Some of them were killed. I was from Earth, and I represented a distant authority. I wouldn’t have been sent out here if Haven-7 wasn’t already a bomb waiting to go off. I guess, today I’d played the part of the fuse.

“I’ll go to Barfight and see if they’ll have me.”

The Preacher nodded. “The Dusters there—they are a tough bunch. They can handle themselves. Find the rebel leadership and warn them. Maybe you can save some lives—instead of taking them.”

Another jab, but I took it. My jaw flexed as I thought of Jared—of all the innocent lives that were bound to be lost in this little war.

All the fun had gone out of my visit with Silas. I gathered my gear, what little there was. I took my shredder and some ammo. My canteen of water was possibly even more valuable.

Mounting up on the walker I’d taken from Kade, I felt the machine surge under my ass. It was fully charged, now, and humming. She was ready to run.

Heading out of the ramshackle gates, I glanced back at Cinder Hollow one last time. The Preacher stood there in the road, watching me. He raised a hand in farewell. I nodded back.

Then I turned my face to the Red Desert and kicked the walker into gear.

The sun beat down on me as I rode. The landscape was a blur of rust-colored sand and jagged rocks. I didn’t know what I’d find at Barfight Outpost. I didn’t know if they’d even take me in at all.

I urged the walker into a trot. A bone-dry wind whipped at my clothes.

* * *

Days later, my tongue felt like a piece of old leather in my mouth. I’d been riding forever, it seemed. Time had blurred together out here in the Red Desert.

My walker stumbled beneath me, its steps growing slower, more labored. The whine of its motors filled my ears. The solar panels gave the machine a trickle of juice, but the battery was running on fumes.

The next day after that, I could barely see. I didn’t even ride with my eyes open—it hurt too much. Instead, I took peeks now and then, blurry glimpses of terrain that were always the same. The Red Desert looked just like Mars back home—a Mars that somebody had placed inside an oven.

On one of my blinking glimpses—I actually saw something. Or at least, I thought I did.

In the distance, black leaning walls of dry timber rose out of the desert like a mirage.

Walls? That’s too grandiose of a term, really. They didn’t amount to more than makeshift and rough-hewn rows of sticks and boards.

I’d found Barfight Outpost.

As I drew closer, I could make out more details. The base of the walls consisted of a patchwork of laser-cut stones. On top of that was an uneven layer of scorched dry logs, lashed together with heavy wire. The whole thing looked like something out of an old Western vid—except even shittier than that.

I urged my walker on. There was no point to saving the batteries now. With each step, the machine grew weaker, its movements more erratic. By the time we reached the gates, it was all I could do to keep it upright.

The guards at the gate eyed me with suspicion. Their leathery hands rested on weapons. I’d have done the same. I looked like hell, covered in red dust and grime. My clothes were tattered and worn. The walker and the shredder in my hand were both obviously Techborn made, too.

One of them spat in the dirt between my walker’s vibrating legs. Nice shot, that.

“State your business,” he rumbled.

I licked my cracked lips, and tried to swallow. “Seeking shelter,” I croaked. “And water.”

The guard sneered. “We don’t take in strays. You got someone to vouch for you?”

I shook my head. My vision was swimming. “No. But I’m no outlaw. No spy either.”

The other guard spoke up, his tone mocking. “Then what are you? Some kind of vagabond? We don’t need your kind here.”

I didn’t have the strength to argue. My walker gave a final, shuddering groan and collapsed beneath me, sending me tumbling to the ground. I lay there, my cheek pressed against the sunbaked earth, too weak to move.

The guards laughed at me. The sound was harsh and grating. “Looks like you’ve reached the end of the line, stranger.”

My eyes closed. The world spun around me.

This was it, then. After everything I’d been through—all the fights, all the narrow escapes—I was going to die here, alone, in the dust on this turd of a planet.

I felt myself slipping away, my thoughts growing hazy. Faces flashed before my eyes… Jared. The Preacher. That bitch Callista. All the people I’d failed. I regretted all the promises I’d broken.

I snorted, then a cough blasted out of my lungs. I struggled to sit up. I got my back up against the splintery wall of the outpost. If I was going to die, I was going to do it on my own terms—not lying down, not giving up.

It was hot out here, outside the walls. Each breath I took seared my lungs.

What was I doing? I was waiting for death or for a miracle… for anything.

The only thing that came was the sound of the desert wind, whistling through the cracks in the walls. Mocking me. Taunting me.

The guards loomed over me, their faces twisted into sneers. I heard them talking, low and menacing. They were discussing how to dispose of me, debating whether to let the desert take me or put a bullet in my head to speed up the process. Real hospitable folks here at Barfight Outpost.

The guards drew their weapons. This was it, then. The final showdown. I braced myself, ready to fight. Someone had already taken my shredder while I was out. Bastards. Maybe I could still throw a punch or grab and crush someone’s balls.

Then I heard a voice from above.

Female? Familiar?

My eyes tracked upward, to the top of the wall. A figure stood there. Her swelling breasts were silhouetted against the brutal sun. Squinting, I tried to make out her other features.

She leaned forward, peering down at me, and as I saw her braided hair recognition dawned on her own face, too. “I know him,” she called out. The guards hesitated, glancing up at her uncertainly.

As she climbed down from the wall, I finally got a clear look at her. It was indeed Megan Quinn, the rebel fighter I’d met when I’d first materialized on this godforsaken rock.

Megan looked different now. Her face was harder, more careworn, but there was no mistaking those fierce eyes.

She strode toward me, pushing aside the guards who’d been pawing at me, stealing what meager belongings I had. They fell back, grumbling.

Megan crouched down beside me. Her gaze assessed my sorry-ass form.

“You look like hell, Tanner,” she said.

I wheezed out a lie. “Never felt better.”

She stood, offering me a hand. I took it, letting her pull me to my feet. The guards watched warily, their fingers still twitching on their triggers.

Megan turned to them. “Return his belongings.”

“He can’t carry a gun. He’s about to fall over.”

“Then shove it into the walker’s saddlebags. He’s with me.”

For a moment, I thought they might refuse. But then, grudgingly, they complied. The heavy gates swung wide. The bent hinges let the bottom of the gates grind an arc in the dirt.

Megan slung my arm over her shoulders. She almost fell, trying to support my weight as we stumbled forward. I leaned on her—I couldn’t help it.

The walker was in follow-mode. It had been relieved of my weight and had been recharged a tiny fraction by the sun, so it managed to drag its own sorry metal ass in after me.

The gates closed behind us with a resounding thud.

I was inside Barfight Outpost. The place was impressing me already.


Chapter 22

At some point I fell into a hard sleep. I woke up in darkness.

Megan was dabbing at my sunburned forehead with a damp cloth. That stung like hell, but I didn’t flinch. Pain was an old friend by now.

“Where am I?”

“My camp,” Megan said. “Lie still.”

I pushed her hands away. “We’ve got no time for you to babysit me—as nice as that feels.”

“You’re a damned fool, Tanner,” she muttered. “Crossing the Red Desert without proper gear is dangerous. You’re half dead.”

“At least half…”

“What were you thinking?”

Grunting, I found I didn’t have the energy for another snappy comeback. My head was pounding like an Underdeck war drum.

“I had to warn you,” I said in a raspy whisper. “Janson’s planning some kind of trick.”

Megan’s hand had moved up with her soft rag to my brow again—it froze there. Her eyes narrowed. “What kind of trick?”

I guzzled water from a canteen she’d given me. It tasted like heaven. “He’s going to lure the Dusters in, the rebel leadership that is.”

“What do you mean, lure them in?”

I shrugged. “Standard issue treachery. Promise of peace talks—then, wipe them out.”

Megan cursed under her breath. She stood abruptly, pacing the small room. I watched her through half-lidded eyes.

“What’s the matter?”

“Flint already left,” she said, sounding tight with worry. “To meet with Janson.”

I sat up, ignoring the wave of dizziness that crashed over me. This was bad. Really bad.

“When did he leave?” I demanded.

“This morning. Before you even got here. He took a dozen of our best fighters with him.”

I closed my eyes. It was hard to think through the haze of pain and exhaustion. We had to do something—fast, before it was too late.

“We need to warn him,” I said, pushing myself to my feet. The room spun around me, but I stayed up.

Megan shook her head. “It’s too late. You’re a wreck. By the time you heal up and get out there, it will all be over and done with.”

Grabbing my buzzblade from where it leaned against the wall, I checked the charge. It still had some juice left. I plugged it in, and I hoped someone had thought to do the same for my walker.

“Let’s go now, then.”

“You’re not in good shape, Tanner. It’s night out there. Besides… Hammer wouldn’t like it.”

“Huh?”

She gave a little shrug and didn’t meet my eyes. “Haven’t I introduced you to Hammer?”

“Nope.”

“Come on. I can’t hide you in here any longer. It will only make things worse when you meet the rest of the boys.”

“The rest of the boys? Like, the ones that left me to die outside the gate?”

“Exactly.”

With a grunt, I forced myself to walk. After a few steps, I could fake a normal stride. You had to look tougher than you felt when you faced a pack of wolves.

I followed Megan out into the dusty courtyard of Barfight Outpost. The stars were just starting to peek over the jagged horizon.

There was the pack. A group of Dusters had gathered in the center of town, where a well had been installed. The robotic arms never seemed to stop pumping. I suspected this critical water supply kept the whole town alive.

The crowd had hard faces—at least when they turned in my direction. Hard and suspicious, every eye moved up and down over me like I was a starving dog or something.

I didn’t take it personally. I was an outsider, a stranger in their midst. People from this colony world had every reason to be distrusting.

Megan stood beside me, her arms crossed. She’d vouched for me, told them I had important information about Janson’s plans. But I could see the doubt in their eyes.

“Why should we trust you?” one of them demanded, a burly man with a thick beard and a nasty scar across his cheek.

I opened my mouth to respond but before I could get a word out, another Duster stepped forward. He was a big son of a bitch, all muscle and attitude.

“That’s Hammer,” Megan whispered to me. “Hammer Vargo.”

I recognized how he’d earned his name immediately. The dude had a blunt face and a body like a block of wood. I could tell he didn’t like me standing with Megan, too. Could this be a boyfriend?

Shit… Hadn’t I… uh… had a fun time with Megan out in the bush back when I’d first arrived?

“I’ll tell you why we shouldn’t trust him,” Hammer growled, jabbing a finger in my direction. “He’s been sniffing around Megan like she’s a dog in heat.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

Hammer’s face folded up into a sneer. “You heard me. Megan’s my girl and I don’t like strangers pawing at her.”

What had Megan told this dude? Was this going to turn into a fight? I wasn’t in the best condition right now… I needed a few nights rest.

Hammer stalked toward me, his fists clenched at his sides. Apparently, I wasn’t going to get that rest. “I say we settle this like men,” he said. “A good old-fashioned fist fight. Winner takes all.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “You want to fight me?”

His face turned an ugly shade of red. “You think that’s a dumb idea? Are you calling me dumb, outsider?”

I shrugged. “Now that you mention it…”

Megan stepped between us, putting out calming hands. It was a little late for her to play peacemaker, but I didn’t interrupt. “Guys, we’ve got to worry about the Techborn. We can beat on each other later, when we’ve kicked them back to the Arabella.”

It was a decent try, but Hammer looked past her small hands and pushed them aside. His eyes were locked on me. “You hiding behind a girl now, stranger? You scared? Well, you should be. Who wants to bet on this? Will he cry or shit himself first?”

There was some rough laughter from the crowd. Hammer clearly had the hometown advantage.

“Let’s do this,” I said, cracking my knuckles.

Megan threw up her hands in exasperation. “Tanner, don’t be an idiot. We don’t have time for this.”

“The boy wants a fight. I think that’s your fault, not mine.”

Megan dropped her eyes. She had, after all, seduced me—then possibly bragged to someone about it. How else had Hammer gotten wind of that event from days ago? She’d turned Hammer into a cuck, and he wasn’t happy about that.

The Dusters had formed a loose circle around us. They were eager for some entertainment. I rolled my shoulders, which cracked my sunburn. I let the sting wake me up. I felt the familiar rush of adrenaline coursing through my veins.

“You take the first shot, kid,” I said, raising my fists.

Hammer charged at me like a raging bull. Big, dumb, and angry. I sidestepped his clumsy lunge, letting his own momentum carry him past me. I slipped out my foot to hook his ankle—but he hopped over that. He wheeled around, fists up, eyes squinting.

He hadn’t gone down on his face. Not bad, I thought. For a guy his size, he was surprisingly quick on his feet. But I’d fought bigger and meaner assholes than him before.

Hammer came at me again, throwing a haymaker that would’ve taken my head clean off if it had connected. I ducked under his arm, jabbing a quick one-two into his ribs. He grunted, but again, he didn’t go down.

Damn, this guy was built like a tank. My knuckles ached from the impact—and they’d already been unhappy before this fight had started. I was slow, too, and a little weak. Those days in the sun had taken it out of me. It would take more than a gallon of water and a nap to fully recover.

I danced back, keeping my guard up, looking for an opening. Hammer pressed his advantage, crowding me with his bulk. He grabbed for me, trying to pull me into a crushing bear hug.

That could be my doom. I twisted out of his grasp, feeling his fingernails scrape against my skin.

He’d almost gotten into a clinch with me. That had been close. Way too close. It was time to end this before he got lucky.

I feinted left, then right, watching his eyes track my movements. When he committed to a punch, I slipped inside his guard, hammering a series of short, sharp strikes into his solar plexus.

Finally, he folded up like a broken lawn chair, gasping for air. To make sure, I followed up with a knee to the face that sent him sprawling on his butt in the dust.

For a moment, nobody moved. The Dusters stared in disbelief. They wore expressions of surprise and grudging respect.

Everybody was impressed except for Megan, that is. She looked like she wanted to throttle me. “Tanner, that was mean!”

“You’ve got to be kidding. Look at him—he can take a punch.”

I stood over Hammer, breathing hard, waiting for him to get up and come at me again. But to my shock, the big man started laughing. A deep, booming laugh shook his whole body.

“Not bad, fucker,” he said, grinning up at me through a mouthful of blood. “Not bad at all. I can’t remember the last time a man put me down in the dust.”

Taking a chance, I reached down and grasped Hammer’s meaty paw. I half-expected him to yank me down into the dirt for another round.

But I’d judged him well. He just grinned up at me and let me haul him to his feet.

“You’re a dick, Tanner,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder with enough force to make me stumble. “But anyone who can throw down like that is welcome to Barfight in my book.”

I was still wary, watching the crowd, but despite a few dark looks, no one was making a move. Shrugging, I took their change in attitude at face value. “You didn’t make it easy, Vargo. Good fight.”

Hammer threw an arm around my shoulder, which stung my sunburn, but I didn’t let on. He steered me toward the center of the outpost. “Come on, let me buy you a drink. That’s the least I can do after you handed me my ass.”

I glanced over at Megan. She was watching us with a bemused expression.

“One drink,” she said, waving us off. “I’ll get my walker ready.”

“What about mine?” I asked.

“You blew the battery. It can hardly move. The repairs will take days.”

I winced. We didn’t have days to lollygag in town. Still, a drink sounded really good right now.

Hammer led me into a makeshift bar that had been set up in one of the abandoned buildings. The place was packed with Dusters. Everyone eyed me carefully as I entered. I was the new dog in town, and I wondered if any more of these fleabags would want to sniff my butt and start a fight.

Hammer shoved his way through the crowd, bellowing for the bartender to pour us a couple of shots. The man behind the counter, a grizzled old-timer with a patch over one eye, thumped two lumpy pottery mugs of clear liquid onto the bar.

“To new friends,” Hammer said, raising his cup in a toast.

I clinked mine against his, then threw down the shot. It burned like hellfire going down, but I managed not to cough or sputter.

Hammer slammed his empty mug down on the bar, then turned to face me, his expression suddenly serious.

“Listen, Tanner,” he said with relatively low volume. Only I could hear him over the din of the bar. “I know we got off on the wrong foot, but I want you to know that’s all done with now. Just try to keep your snout out of Megan’s goods, and we’ll be fine.”

I thought that over and nodded. “You got it.”

He clapped me on the shoulder again, making me wince. Why was it no human ever respected another man’s blazing red skin?

“Another round, Snuffs,” Hammer told the man behind the bar. “And keep ‘em coming. We’ve got some plotting to do.”

I threw back another shot of the rot-gut Hammer called booze. It tasted like engine degreaser, but I didn’t choke.

Over the next hour, I explained to Hammer what I’d heard from. Overlord Janson. He was pretty easy to convince. Flint was going to be double-crossed and murdered.

The Hammer’s face was purple with rage by the time I’d covered the basics. He slammed a ham-sized fist down on the bar, making the glasses jump and clatter. “Peace, prosperity for all, they said! The Techborn always lie! I’ll tear Janson apart with my bare hands!”

“Can you get me to the meeting spot before it’s too late?” I asked.

Hammer threw a little fit, knocking over his stool. “We can try! Let’s saddle up and ride!”

Hammer Vargo was a man of action. Even better, he had access to two fresh walkers and some supplies. We rode out of Barfight Outpost like a couple of thieves on the run. Hammer’s whooping and hollering carried across the barren landscape of the Red Desert. Me, I kept my mouth shut and my eyes on the horizon. It wouldn’t do to get ourselves ambushed immediately.

My fresh walker was fully charged and raring to go. Hammer’s ride looked like it had seen better days, but he swore up and down it could outrun anything the Techborn could throw at us. I had my doubts, but I kept them to myself.

We rode hard and fast, all night long. When day broke, we camped and snatched a few hours of sleep. I was sore and in a sour mood, but Hammer kept up a constant stream of chatter. He kept bragging about all the ways he was going to make the Techborn pay for their treachery.

“I’m gonna rip Janson’s head off and use it as a football,” he declared, his words booming across the desert. “I’ll wrap it up in a leather bag, so it’ll last longer.”

“Is that right?”

“Then, I’m gonna take that fancy armor of his and turn it into a toilet seat for Megan’s pretty behind. She’d like that.”

We rode all day and all night, stopping only to take a piss and choke down some tasteless ration bars. My ass was sore as hell from sitting in the saddle for so long, but I didn’t complain. Pain was just a happy reminder that I was still alive.

Hammer, on the other hand, seemed to be having the time of his life. He regaled me with stories of his exploits, each one more outrageous than the last. I listened with half an ear, my mind mostly staying on the trackless waste that surrounded us.


Chapter 23

We rode across the Red Desert for two long days and nights. In the late afternoon of the third day, the landscape was a wasteland of rusted sand. Desert plants are almost always ugly, and the odd monstrosities that grew here on Haven-7 were no exception. As the daylight began to fade, the growths looked like they’d been dipped in blood.

Naturally, I was paranoid. I kept my eyes peeled for any sign of trouble, my hand never far from my buzzblade and my shredder.

Hammer, on the other hand, seemed more interested in running his mouth than watching for danger. Instead of telling me what he was going to do with the Techborn, he was now on a different rant. He regaled me with stories of Flint Evans, the rebel leader we were risking our necks to save.

“Flint is a legend, man,” he said with what I thought was undue admiration. “I once saw him take down a Tusker with three tusks, all by himself. He wears them on a necklace now, as a trophy.”

“Is that right?” I said, only half-listening.

“Damn, straight. Flint is the real deal, Tanner. He’s gonna lead us to victory against those metal-headed pricks, mark my words.”

I grunted in response. To my mind, all that mattered was that we got to Flint before Janson and his goons did. Without leadership, the rebellion was as good as dead.

We rode deeper into the desert with every hour. It seemed to me the landscape was growing even more alien and forbidding the farther we went. Strange, spiny creatures scuttled across the sand, their chitinous shells gleaming in the harsh sunlight. I caught a glimpse of something that looked like a cross between a scorpion and a centipede, its segmented body as long as my arm.

“What the hell is that?” I demanded, pointing.

Hammer just laughed. “That’s a sand reaper, Tanner. Nasty little bastards, but they’re nothing compared to the real monsters out here.”

I didn’t bother asking what he meant by that. If I asked him if he was talking about the Techborn or more animals, he’d talk for another hour. I learn slowly, but I do learn.

We rode on, and the sun sank lower in the sky. Hammer kept up his endless chatter most of the time. He especially enjoyed regaling me with stories of Flint’s exploits. I listened with half an ear and tried not to fall asleep in the saddle.

“I’m telling you, Tanner, Flint is the best shot on this side of the planet. I once saw him take down a Techborn sniper from a mile away—a frigging mile! I swear it, no lie! One shot, that was all it took. His rusty old thunderbolt nailed that guy. Poor bastard never saw it coming.”

As dusk approached, I called Hammer to a halt. I’d glimpsed movement far out across the land. I raised my thunderbolt rifle, peering through the scope.

“What?” Hammer asked, peering. “What do you see?”

“Shut up,” I muttered, my finger tightening on the trigger.

I squeezed off a shot. The thunderbolt’s report echoed off the walls of a nearby canyon. A large bird that looked something like the metal beasts we were riding on crumpled to the ground. Its feathers fluttered in the breeze.

Hammer let out a low whistle. “Good shot, Tanner! That’s a desert emu. Those things are good eating.”

I lowered my rifle. “Fresh meat tonight.”

We rode over to the fallen bird. Its lifeless eyes stared up at the harsh sun. I dismounted, pulling out my buzzblade to carve up our dinner.

We lit a campfire and cooked our kill. It was a chance to fill our bellies and gather our strength for the fight ahead. As I sawed off chunks of cooked meat, I tossed most of them to Hammer. He caught them all with the agility of a starving dog.

“You’re a good cook, Tanner. Maybe you’re not just a pretty face after all.”

“Shut up and eat. We’ve still got one more long ride ahead of us.”

We filled our bellies and stretched out to sleep.

I woke to the sound of frantic scuffling. My eyes snapped open, my hand instinctively reaching for my buzzblade. But it was just Hammer, madly kicking sand onto the dying embers of our campfire.

The first light of dawn was just starting to creep over the horizon, painting the sky a pale pink. I sat up, rubbing the sleep from my eyes.

“What’s the rush?” I asked, my voice still rough with sleep.

Hammer pointed to the horizon, his face grim. “Smoke,” he said. “Where there’s smoke, there’s people. We can’t risk anyone tracing us back here.”

I nodded, understanding his concern. We were deep in enemy territory, and the last thing we needed was a bunch of Techborn goons on our tail.

We packed up quickly, erasing any sign of our presence. We even buried our coals with sand. Then we mounted up and rode out, keeping low to the ground to avoid being spotted.

As we got closer to the source of the smoke, I could see that it was coming from a large encampment. Dozens of tents were scattered across the desert floor, their canvas awnings flapping in the morning breeze.

I reached for my thunderbolt, ready for trouble. But Hammer let out a whoop of joy, his face splitting into a wide grin.

“Dusters!” he cried, pointing at the figures milling around the camp. “It’s a rebel company, Tanner. We found them!”

Before I could stop him, Hammer spurred his walker forward, charging down the hill towards the encampment. I cursed under my breath, torn between following him and hanging back to assess the situation.

I didn’t trust easily, especially not out here in the Red Desert. Hammer might have been convinced that these were friendly faces—but I wasn’t so sure.

Urging my walker forward at a more cautious pace, my eyes scanned the camp for any sign of trouble. The figures below had noticed Hammer’s approach, and were starting to gather around him, their weapons at the ready.


Chapter 24

The rebels were a rough bunch. All had sun-weathered skin and hard eyes. Hammer was already in the thick of it, shaking hands and slapping backs like he’d known these people all his life—of course, he probably had.

Stepping my walker closer, I eyed the crowd of rebels warily.

“Tanner, get the fuck over here!” Hammer called, waving me over. “You big chicken! I want you to meet some folks.”

I approached cautiously, my hand never straying far from my buzzblade. These men were obviously Dusters, but that didn’t mean they were my best friends.

When I slid out of the saddle, Hammer threw an arm around my shoulders. He grinned like a madman.

“This here’s Dane Tanner,” he said, booming across the encampment. “He’s the one I was telling you about. The man who broke his torc and escaped from the Arabella all by himself!”

A buzz went through the crowd after that. I could feel their eyes on me, sizing me up. Some looked impressed, others skeptical. I didn’t blame them. I wouldn’t have believed it either, if I hadn’t lived through it myself.

“He’s wanted by the Techborn,” Hammer continued, oblivious to the growing tension in the air. “They’ve got a price on his head big enough to buy this whole damn planet.”

That got their attention. It actually started to quiet down, and I saw a few hands drift toward weapons. Was somebody here looking for a payoff? Rebels and outlaws—weren’t they almost the same thing?

Then a new voice rang out across the encampment.

“Stand down, all of you.”

The crowd parted, revealing a man striding towards us. He was tall and lean with an eagle’s nose and squinting eyes. These fixed on me with an intensity that normal people probably found disturbing.

“Flint Evans!” Hammer boomed. “This is the man I was telling you about.”

Flint studied me for a long moment, his gaze never wavering. I met his stare with one of my own, refusing to be cowed. Finally, he spoke.

“I’ve heard the name…” he said. “You’re a wanted man, Tanner. The Techborn don’t love murderers.”

I shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant. “What can I say? I’m not one for following rules, especially from those pompous blowhards.”

Flint’s mouth twitched, like he was fighting back a smile. “I can see that,” he said. He turned to Hammer. “You vouch for him?”

Hammer nodded. “With my life,” he said firmly.

Flint turned back to me. “All right, Tanner,” he said. “You’re in, but if you bring trouble down on us, you’ll answer to me. Understood?”

“Sounds fair…” I said, figuring Hammer had my vote for the most likely to cause accidental doom. But I didn’t say anything. For now, I had a place among the rebels. It was a start.

Flint led me to a makeshift command center, a large tent filled with maps and weapons. He studied me with those piercing eyes. “So, Tanner. Hammer says you have information about the Techborn. Spill it.”

I took a deep breath. “They’re planning to ambush you during the peace talks. It’s a trap.”

Flint scoffed. “You think I don’t know that? I’m not some naive fool, Tanner. I’ve been fighting the Techborn for years.”

I shook my head. “You don’t understand. They’ve got something planned, something big. Janson himself is leading the attack.”

Flint’s eyes narrowed. “Janson? That slimy bastard wouldn’t have the guts to face me himself.”

“I came a long way across this ass-melting desert to warn you. Are you the kind of man who listens to warnings?”

Flint squinted and paced. Suddenly, he stopped. He cocked his head and peered at me. “Who, exactly, did you murder?”

“What?”

“When we first met, I told you that the Techborn were after you.”

“Yeah, sure… I was a slave there. I escaped.”

Flint shook his head slowly. “The Techborn don’t chase escaped slaves all the way across the Red Desert. You’re more than that.”

I threw up my hands. “I might have killed a guard on the way out. Maybe that has them pissed.”

Flint squinted some more, but he seemed ready to move on to a new topic. But right then, Hammer barged into the tent. “Tanner is being modest!” he declared.

“What?” Flint asked him.

“He told me all about it, Flint! Tanner here took out Kade like he was nothing. Sliced him up real good with that buzzblade of his.”

Flint’s eyes widened. “Kade? As in, the son of Overlord Janson?”

Hammer grinned like a fool. The big man couldn’t keep his mouth shut to save his life. “That’s the one! Tanner’s got some serious skills. You should make him an officer.”

I could see the wheels turning in Flint’s head. This was not good. Killing Kade was going to have consequences, and Flint knew it.

“Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” Flint hissed, rounding on me. “Janson’s not going to let this go. He’ll be out for blood. I’m trying to negotiate peace, here.”

I met his gaze, unflinching. “I did what I had to do. Kade was a threat to the Dusters. To all of us. It doesn’t matter, anyway. The Techborn aren’t really interested in peace.”

Flint shook his head. “You don’t understand. I’ve been trying to broker a peace deal with the Techborn, to end this war before it consumes us all. But with Kade dead? I can’t be associated with his murderer. By all rights, I should hand you over to the Techborn. That might seal the deal.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. After everything I’d done for these prick Dusters, Flint was considering throwing me to the wolves.

“You can’t be serious,” I growled, my hand inching towards my buzzblade. “I risked my life to warn you about the Techborn’s plans. Now, you want to sell me out?”

Flint held up his hands, placating. “Easy, Tanner. I’m just thinking out loud, here. I don’t want to hand you over any more than you want to go. But it’s my job to consider all options.”

I shook my head in disgust. “If this is how you treat your allies, Flint, then maybe I’m better off on my own.”

“Wait a second,” Hammer said. “We want to join you guys—to join the rebel army!”

Flint shook his head slowly. “It can’t be that way. Not now. This man,” here, he pointed at me, “might destroy a very delicate deal.”

I tried to tell him there was no deal, but he didn’t believe me. I think, in the end, he didn’t want to believe me.

Walking out, I found Hammer was right beside me. His face was like a thundercloud. I could tell he was just as pissed as I was. We made our way through the encampment, trying to ignore the stares and whispers that followed us.

“Crazies,” someone spat as we passed.

“Deal-breakers,” said another.

“We’re going back to town, and we’re going to rail all your sisters!” Hammer shouted at them unhelpfully.

The group surged and growled.

Tugging on Hammer, I gritted my teeth and kept walking. We were outnumbered, and we’d brought bad news. People always hated anyone who brought them bad news.

But then the insults turned into something more. A handful of sand hit me in the side of the head, stinging my eyes. I whirled around, ready to fight, but Hammer grabbed my arm.

“Easy, Tanner,” he said. “It’s not worth it.”

He was right, of course. Getting into a brawl with a bunch of angry Dusters wasn’t going to solve anything. We kept walking, but the abuse kept coming—kicks to the back of our legs, more sand thrown in our faces.

I was just about to lose it when two of the Dusters stepped in front of us, blocking our path. They were young, probably barely out of their teens, but they had that hard look in their eyes that seemed to be the trademark of this crowd.

“We’re confiscating your walkers,” one of them said, his hand resting on the hilt of his knife. “We need them more than a couple of strays like you two.”

I exchanged a glance with Hammer. We both knew what we had to do.

In one swift motion, we lashed out—each of us choosing the man on our side—fist connecting with a thieves’ jaw. They went down hard, sprawling in the sand.

We didn’t waste any time. We mounted our walkers and rode out of that encampment like the hounds of hell were on our heels.

The Red Desert stretched out before us, vast and unforgiving. I didn’t know where we were going, or what we were going to do next. But one thing was for sure—we were on our own now.


Chapter 25

We rode in silence for a while. The only sound in my ears was the crunch of my walker’s feet on gravel. The sun was starting to set, painting the sky in shades of orange and rust-red. It would have been beautiful—if I hadn’t been so pissed off.

Hammer cleared his throat. “You know, Tanner, I get the idea you’re feeling low right now.”

“Yeah?”

“You shouldn’t feel that way. You’re a hero to lots of Dusters.”

I snorted. “I’m no hero, Hammer. Not even to myself. I’m just a guy trying to survive—to do a job.”

“There’s no call to shit on yourself like that! You saved Megan’s ass, just for starters. She told me about that. You saved lots of people at Fishjumper Lake. And just now, you warned the rebels about the Techborn trap. Those are all good things.”

“They didn’t listen, Hammer.”

“I know, I know. But that’s their problem. You’re a good man, Tanner. Sure, sure, you’re a little rough around the edges, maybe… but your balls are in the right place.”

“Uh… you mean my heart?”

“Mmm… sure, I guess so.”

“Never mind…” I didn’t want to argue with Hammer, but I didn’t agree with him either. I was no hero. I was here because XCU put a gun to my head—and to Tina’s.

We rode on for a while longer, until Hammer suddenly pulled his walker to a stop. “I can’t do this, Tanner. I know they kicked us out of their rebellion… but I can’t just ride away and let Flint and the others walk into a trap.”

“Yeah? What are you going to do about it?”

“I’m going back. I’m going to try and stop them before it’s too late.”

I shook my head. “You’re a better man than me, Hammer Vargo.”

Hammer grinned. “Take care of yourself. I hope we meet again someday.”

With that, he turned his walker around and rode off in the direction we’d come. I watched him go, feeling a rare sensation: uncertainty.

Part of me wanted to go with him, to try and save the Dusters from their own stupidity. But another part of me was tired of being shit on by guys like Flint. It was hard to risk your neck for people who didn’t even appreciate it.

Maybe it was time to just let the chips fall where they may. Let the Dusters and the Techborn fight it out. Someone would come out on top eventually. It wasn’t my problem anymore.

Riding my walker off into the desert, I was alone once more. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was making a mistake, riding away from the only people who might have a chance against the Techborn.

Craning my neck, I saw Hammer as a dot on the last ridge we’d crossed. He was still visible on the horizon, his walker kicking up a trail of dust as he rode. The big idiot was going to get himself killed, and for what? A bunch of ungrateful rebels who’d just as soon shoot him as look at him?

Damn it. I couldn’t let him go alone. As much as I hated to admit it, I’d grown fond of the big moron. Besides that, the thought of the Techborn coming out on top made my skin crawl. At least the Dusters, for all their faults, were only assholes—not monsters.

With a growl, I wheeled my walker around and headed after Hammer. I pushed the machine to its limits, the wind whipping at my face as I rode. I caught up to him just as he was cresting the next big rise.

He looked surprised to see me. “Tanner? Are you lost already?”

“I couldn’t let you die alone.”

Hammer grinned. “I knew you’d come around. You’re a good man, Tanner. Even if you don’t want to be…That’s what I was trying to tell you, and you proved me right!”

“Don’t make me turn around again.”

We caught up to the Dusters and trialed them until they camped. The desert slowly cooled around us. We spent an uncomfortable night in the hills, not daring to light a fire.

In the morning, when the sun was just starting to peek over the horizon, Hammer and I dismounted our walkers on the ridge line. We had a clear view of the meeting spot below. I used Hammer’s primitive monocular to survey the scene.

The Duster rebels were already there, milling around like a bunch of restless cattle. They looked bored, waiting for the Techborn to show up. I counted at least thirty of them, maybe more. Everybody was armed to the teeth.

I handed the monocular back to Hammer. He took a look and whistled softly. “That’s a lot of firepower down there.”

I nodded. “Let’s just hope they don’t find us before the Techborn arrive.”

We waited, and the sun climbed higher in the sky. I worked hard not to expose any skin to that brutal star. As it was, I already had the tan of my life, and it was going to be a scorcher of a day.

Finally, we saw movement on the horizon. A cloud of dust kicked up by something big. As it got closer, I could make out the shapes of wagons being pulled by some kind of heavy machinery.

The Techborn had arrived, and… they’d brought gifts?

I watched as they approached with their wagons. There were supplies, tools, technological gear, rare things like batteries and medical instruments, fine foodstuffs, perfumes, metals—all kinds of valuable goods from Arabella.

The Dusters cheered as the Techborn approached. They were like kids on Christmas morning, eager to get their hands on the shiny new toys.

I wasn’t feeling so jazzed. The Techborn weren’t known for their generosity. They were probably planning to buy the Dusters’ loyalty with trinkets and baubles—or to lure them in.

Hammer banged his paw down on my shoulder. “Maybe we were wrong. The Techborn look real friendly. Just look at all that stuff! We must have been wrong, Tanner.”

“Let’s hope. Shut up and keep watching.”

We watched as the Dusters and Techborn stopped about a hundred yards apart. Flint Evans and Overlord Janson approached each other. They shook hands, all smiles and friendly gestures. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I could imagine. A whole lot of nothing, most likely.

Hammer was practically bouncing with excitement beside me. “Oh man, Tanner, look at all that stuff the Techborn brought! Weapons, supplies—all that fancy Arabella tech. That’s a king’s ransom right there!”

I shook my head and turned back to the scene below. Flint and Janson were still talking, their body language all friendly and open. But I knew better. I’d seen the Techborn’s true colors. They were snakes, every last one of them.

Hammer started making up a dialogue, putting on a high-pitched voice for Flint and a deep, booming one for Janson. “Oh, Overlord Janson, thank you so much for these wonderful gifts! We Dusters are eternally grateful for your generosity!”

He switched to the deep voice. “Think nothing of it, my dear Flint. We Techborn only want what’s best for you and your people. Now, if you’ll just sign this little treaty here, we can fit you up with a pink dress and a parasol. Then, we’ll begin our new era of peace and prosperity!”

Hammer laughed, clearly amused by his own joke. I didn’t crack a smile. It wasn’t in me.

I watched as Flint and Janson finally shook hands again, sealing the deal. The Dusters cheered, their voices carrying across the desert.

Janson retreated, leaving behind the wagons loaded with gifts. Hammer was telling me how great this was, and how we must have gotten something wrong. I didn’t listen. I didn’t even blink as I stared through the monocular at the scene.

A fly walked over my knuckles, but I ignored the tickling sensation. Finally, a single crack rang out across the desert. The sound was unmistakable. A thunderbolt rifle had been fired.

I saw Flint Evans jerk back on his walker, then slump forward. He fell from the saddle and hit the ground hard.

Overlord Janson had just returned to his side of the field at that point. He goaded his mount and took off like a bat out of hell, moving behind his bodyguard.

The coward... leaving his men to clean up his mess.

The Duster rebels let out a roar of outrage. They surged forward, reaching for their weapons. They were enraged.
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The Dusters charged forward, a tidal wave of fury and vengeance. They were out for blood—Techborn blood.

Hammer revved his walker, eager to join the fray. “Let’s get in there, Tanner! Teach those Techborn bastards a lesson!”

My hand came up, stopping him. “Wait. Not yet.”

I reached for my thunderbolt. The weight of it felt good in my hands, familiar, like an old friend. Raising the rifle to my shoulder, I sighted down the long barrel. Overlord Janson was fleeing the scene, his mount kicking up dust as he rode.

I took a deep breath, let it all the way out and squeezed the trigger.

The thunderbolt roared, the recoil slamming into my shoulder. The bullet whizzed through the air, seeking its target, but Janson was too far out and moving too fast. The shot went wide, kicking up sand a few feet to his left.

Janson’s head snapped around. He’d heard the shot. He’d seen where it came from.

Our eyes locked across the distance. Even from here, I could see the cold fury in his gaze. He probably didn’t know who I was, but he sure as shit knew I was gunning for him.

Good. I hoped he’d pissed himself.

I worked the bolt on the thunderbolt, chambering another round. I’d missed once. I wouldn’t miss again.

Beside me, Hammer was practically vibrating with pent-up energy. “Tanner, come on! We gotta go down there and help the Dusters!”

“We will—by putting down Janson.”

Raising my rifle again, I lined up another shot. But Janson was wise to me now. He zigzagged his mount, making himself a harder target. He was heading for some scrub and a fold in the land. Soon, he’d disappear.

Cursing up a storm, I squeezed off another shot. Missed again.

“Shit…”

I lowered the thunderbolt, watching as Janson disappeared behind a ridge.

“Tanner! Oh crap, Tanner!”

Hammer was having a conniption. While I’d been focused on nailing Janson, a fresh horror had come into play. The Techborn treachery unfolded before my eyes.

The Dusters had naturally charged forward on their walkers, a valiant wave of rebels seeking justice, but it was all a setup.

The Techborn wagons, supposedly laden with gifts and promises of peace, suddenly transformed into instruments of death. Tarps were thrown back, and the trinkets spilled onto the desert. The black walls of the wagons fell open.

There were gun turrets squatting in each wagon. A gunner manned each turret. Now revealed, they swiveled these weapons to train on the charging Dusters and unload.

Six automatic weapons ripped through the air at once. The Dusters, caught in the open, stood no chance. They were slaughtered. Cut down like wheat before the scythe.

Beside me, Hammer let out a howl of anguish. His friends and comrades had all been mowed down before his eyes. I could see the pain, the disbelief and the fury on his face.

I grabbed his arm, holding him back. He struggled against my grip, wanting to rush in, to avenge the fallen. Of course, he’d only have been blasted off his walker like the rest.

“No,” I growled. “We can’t help them now.”

Hammer’s eyes met mine, wild with grief and rage. “They’re dying, Tanner! We have to do something!”

“We did—and we will do more—but not now, not yet.”

The massacre was grim. The Dusters had managed to shoot two of the Techborn gunmen, but whether still fighting or whirling to flee, they were slaughtered to a man. Their walkers lay in twisted heaps, the riders dead or dying.

The Techborn had played us all for fools. They’d never wanted peace. They’d only wanted to lure the rebels in and exterminate them. Janson was quite a fucker.

I tugged at Hammer’s arm, pulling him away from the carnage. “Come on. We need to go.”

Hammer resisted for a moment, his eyes still fixed on the fallen Dusters. Then, with a shuddering breath, he nodded.

We turned our backs on the slaughter, on all that death and betrayal, but we wouldn’t forget, and we wouldn’t forgive.

We rode hard, putting distance between us and the ambush. The Techborn’s trap had worked all too well. The Dusters were in chaos, their leader had been killed and their best forces decimated.

Hammer was seething beside me, his knuckles white as he gripped the reins of his walker. He wanted blood—Techborn blood. I could feel the rage radiating off him like heat from a furnace. The truth was, I wanted to nail a few of them, too—especially Janson.

We circled around through the hills, staying low and out of sight. The Techborn would be looking for stragglers, for survivors. We couldn’t let them find us. Not yet.

We crested a ridge and saw them below. The Techborn had gathered around their wagons-turned-killing-machines. They were laughing, congratulating each other. They were gleeful about their victory.

That pissed me off even more. I felt like putting an accelerated bullet into each of their smug faces.

Hammer got excited all over again as he watched the Techborn celebrate. He was like a barky dog sometimes. He tensed up beside me, ready to charge.

Again, I held up a hand, stopping him.

“Not yet,” I said. “We’ve got to be smart. We’ve got to do this right.”

Hammer looked at me, his eyes burning with barely contained rage, but he nodded. He understood.

We had to bide our time. We had to wait for the right moment to strike. The Techborn outnumbered us and outgunned us. We couldn’t take them head-on.

One could say I’m a man who isn’t easily moved by events that didn’t directly affect me. But today was different. These Techborn assholes… they’d really pissed me off.

It was their open celebration of the slaughter… I think that did the trick for me. Cheering and dancing and pissing on the dead and dying—it was too much to watch.

Right then and there, I decided I was on the Duster side. Not just due to happenstance, but due to everything I’d seen. A man like Hammer—sure, he was a fool and a blowhard—but he’d never have done something so underhanded and evil.

It took a special kind of monster to violate the sanctity of making a peace deal. Few could shake hands with eye-contact and a liar’s smile, only to mow down an envoy like a dog minutes after. These kind of people needed to be weeded out and dealt with.

“Hammer, listen to me,” I said. “I need your help.”

“You going down there now? You going to show them what’s what?”

“Not now. They outnumber us, and they have machineguns. We’re going to have to be sneaky.”

“Awww…” Hammer’s shoulders slumped.

We watched the Techborn. They were drinking and scooping up all the offerings they’d supposedly brought to give to the Dusters. I got the deal, then. Janson had paid his company with the loot he’d promised the Dusters. It was diabolical.

Janson returned during the celebration. He made sport with the dead, just as his men were doing. But he kept a wary eye on the hills where we were hiding. He never exposed himself, but rather stayed in the midst of his men.

Hammer and I were sullen. We watched their gleeful celebration of murder. After a few minutes of that, I knew what had to be done.

Janson. He was the key. He was the head of this snake. Cut him loose from the rest, and this enemy would wither and die.

That wasn’t going to be easy. He knew I was gunning for him. He always seemed to be protected, always surrounded by his goons. He was quick to run off, too—but I’d find a way.

“We need a plan,” I told Hammer. “How can we get to Janson?”

“I dunno. But I’m with you, Tanner. To the end!”

“That’s great…”

We rode off, leaving the carnage behind us.
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We disappeared into the Red Desert. A day later we circled back to pick up the Techborn trail. Hammer was a decent tracker, and I’d been trained that way myself.

Days passed as we rode through the unforgiving Red Desert. The sun beat down mercilessly, baking the sand into a shimmering hellscape. We pushed on for three days, trailing our enemy. An hour after dawn on the fourth morning, we crested a dune, and there it was—Arabella.

The Techborn stronghold lay in a massive crater, the starship’s hull gleaming in the harsh sunlight. Wrecked or no, Arabella was still the seat of power on this craptastic planet.

We didn’t dare cross the rim of the crater and ride down any closer. I pulled up a dirty strip of cloth, shielding my face from the blowing sand. The Techborn war party had returned to their ship, bragging to everyone inside about the ambush.

Overlord Janson was in that big ship somewhere, protected by his lackeys. He was untouchable—for now.

Hammer dismounted beside me, his eyes fixed on Arabella. “We need to get in there, Tanner. We need to make them pay for what they did.”

“Yeah…”

Hammer was a good man and a loyal friend, but subtlety wasn’t his strong suit. He started pacing around, kicking at the sand. “Maybe we could tunnel in, huh? That’s an idea! We might dig up right inside Janson’s bedroom. How about that?”

“That’s… one plan.”

“Or maybe… maybe we could set the whole place on fire! You know, smoke them out...”

I let him ramble on. His plans became more and more absurd. A frontal assault was suicide. We needed to be smart. Needed to find a weakness.

Finally, something hit me. I stood up, dusting off my pants. “Hammer, I’ve got an idea.”

“Praise the sun!”

“I’m going to walk up, real calm and collected. When you see me talk to the robots, go crazy and get them to chase you.”

Hammer blinked. “Is that a good idea?”

“It is, as long as you don’t get caught.”

He thought it over and nodded. “Okay. Let’s do it!”

I rode my walker up to the gates of Arabella like I was a Techborn noble. The ship’s hull loomed before me, its metal walls glinting in the sun. The robot guards stood there, dumb as rocks. I kept my face calm, my voice even. No need to spook them.

“I’m here to see Overlord Janson,” I said. “Got some important information for him.”

The robots transmitted this back and forth. They weren’t the smartest kind of robots. They were old, and they probably needed a software update. Nothing like that had come from Earth for decades. I could practically hear gears grinding in their metal skulls.

Before they could make a response, a commotion erupted behind me.

I turned to see Hammer racing towards us on his own walker, screaming like a madman. He waved his arms, taunting the guards.

“Come and get me, you toaster-fuckers!” he yelled. “I’ll sell you for scrap!”

The robots reacted instantly, their programming taking over. They charged after Hammer, their metal feet pounding the sand. I watched as they receded into the distance, Hammer’s taunts echoing back to me.

It wasn’t the most subtle thing I’d ever done, but it worked. I slipped off my walker and left it there at the gate. Walking inside the big, shadowy ship, my steps were muffled by the chaos outside.

The halls were a maze of gleaming metal and pulsing lights. I kept my head down and one hand on my buzzblade. Fortunately, there were lots of people inside that looked like me—farmers selling goods, slaves wearing torcs. I got a few strange looks, but the guards had let me through, so I wasn’t stopped in my tracks.

I ducked into an alcove as a patrol of real human Techborn passed by. They seemed to be in a hurry. Had an alarm gone up?

I held my breath until they were gone.

My mind worked as I walked through the ship. I didn’t have all day. Sooner or later, someone would demand some ID, or ask me to state my business. I had to find Janson—fast.

First off, I tried the direct approach. Baroness Callista had taken me to his lair once, and I remembered where that was. Climbing up several ramps, I soon reached a more heavily guarded zone. Hmm…

I rounded a corner and froze. There, at the end of the hall, was a door—a big-ass one. It was made with reinforced steel. Standing guard in front of it were two of the biggest Tuskers I’d ever seen.

Janson had to be behind that door. But walking up there and messing with those guards—that would be suicide.

I retreated back around the corner. There had to be another way in. A vent, maybe. Or a maintenance hatch. Something they wouldn’t expect.

Shit, I was starting to sound like Hammer. This assassination wasn’t going to be so easy.

Retreating, I walked downstairs to the only other place in this ship I was intimately familiar with. I found Baroness Callista’s private chambers.

Now, a suspicious person would think I had something else in mind—other than murder. That would be true. After all, the baroness and I had enjoyed each other’s company when I’d come here last.

Fortunately, there was no guard mounted outside her apartments. One-Tusk was probably still in recovery.

I tapped at the door, hoping it would recognize me as her property—that worked. The door was a smart-door, and it knew me. Apparently, she’d never bothered to update the software.

Walking inside like I owned the place, I drew my buzzblade from its sheath. The room was dark and quiet, but I could feel her presence—and smell her perfume.

I found her in the bedroom. She was standing by the window, reading something on a slip of plastic that served her as a computer. Her body was silhouetted by the desert landscape outside. Nice.

She didn’t hear me approach until I was right on top of her.

“Hello, Callista,” I whispered in her ear. Her hair puffed up at the touch of my breath.

She spun around, her eyes wide. She was clearly shocked to see me. That was good. That probably meant I hadn’t been identified yet. This ship had crappy cameras or AI—probably both.

My buzzblade came up level with her breasts. Her heart was under there, pumping like crazy. She froze.

“Dane?” she whispered. “How did you get in here?”

I smiled and moved closer. My eyes locked onto hers. “I didn’t get enough of you… last time.”

Callista swallowed hard. I could see both fear and desire in her eyes.

My hands found her waist and pulled her close. She didn’t resist. She did nothing to push me away.

Our lips met in a fierce kiss. It was a desperate, hungry act. I could feel the heat of her body against mine. The softness of her skin.

We tore at each other’s clothes, fumbling at catches and buttons. I dropped my knife—I wouldn’t need it, not right now.

I lifted her up, carrying her to the bed. She wrapped her legs around me, urging me on.

We made love with a ferocity I’d rarely known. It was raw, primal. Like animals in heat. She clawed at my back, her nails leaving bloody furrows. I bit at her neck, marking her as mine.

We collapsed onto the bed, spent. Exhausted. I held her close, feeling the rise and fall of her breasts and the beat of her heart.

This situation—it was unexpected and almost shocking. I’d realized I desired her, and she desired me, but I hadn’t really expected for both of us to lose our composure.

I laid there with Callista draped across me like a satisfied cat. Her fingers traced lazy patterns on my chest. It felt good. Too good.

Sitting up abruptly, I swung my legs over the side of the bed. Callista made a sound of protest, reaching for me. I ignored her, grabbing my pants off the floor.

“Dane? What’s wrong? I still have two torcs left, you know. Either one of them would suit you. I’ll even let you choose the color.”

I shook my head, pulling on my clothes. “This was a mistake.”

She sat up, sheet falling away to reveal her perfect form. “Don’t say that. I captivated you, that’s all. Don’t feel ashamed. We both wanted this.”

Snorting, I looked her over. “It was nice—but not why I came here tonight.”

“Not for me?”

“I came here for help...”

Her eyes narrowed. “What kind of help? For what?”

I lean in close, our faces inches apart. “Your code key. I need it.”

She laughed. It was a sharp, mocking sound. She poked a long fingernail into my chest. “You really think I’d give that to you? Just because we fucked?”

I grabbed her wrist, twisting it away—just shy of pain. “I think you’ll give it to me, because you don’t want Janson to find out about how you sent his son after me. You got that dumb kid killed.”

Her face paled. “You wouldn’t…”

“Try me.”

We stared at each other. It was a battle of wills. Finally, she looked away. “Fine. It’s in the drawer.”

I released her, crossing to the dresser. The key, a small metal cylinder, was right where she said. I pocketed it, feeling the weight against my thigh. It felt like winning.

Callista watched me, eyes hooded. “What now? You just leave? I could call the guards. You’re still an escaped slave, you know.”

“Right.” I grabbed a length of cord from her frilly curtains and advanced on her. “Can’t have that.”

Her eyes widened as I looped the cord around her wrists, binding them tight. I stuffed a gag in her mouth before she could scream. She thrashed against the bonds, but it was no use. Strangely, she looked kind of turned on all over again. She squirmed against the cord.

I had to give my head a shake. This girl was trouble. She had cast a spell over me from the start.

“Sorry, Baroness. I have trust issues. I can’t have you raising the alarm.”

I took one of the torcs she’d laid out for me—the red one. It made a nice decoration, but as there was no bomb attached, and I’d only tied it around my neck rather than clicking the buckle, it only served me as a disguise.

Callista lay tied and helpless on the bed. My eyes lingered until the door clicked shut behind me, the lock engaging. I fingered the key in my pocket, and my eyes narrowed.

It was time to pay Janson a visit.

Moving through Arabella’s maze-like corridors, my boots echoed on the metal grates. The ship was a monstrosity, all gleaming steel and pulsing conduits. It felt like being inside the guts of some giant beast.

The place was crawling with Techborn, naturally. There were guards on the upper levels, all armed to the teeth.

At one point I passed a viewport. The red sands of Haven-7 stretched out to the horizon. That was freedom, right there. An easy escape.

I didn’t have to do this. I could walk out of this ship and disappear. It would be so easy to just walk away, to leave this foolish quest behind. If I went back to the Preacher, he’d call XCU, and I’d get off this rock.

That was the smart man’s play—and I knew it.

Telling myself I was no chicken, I headed for the exit. There had to be a better time, a better way to reach Janson later on. Sure, I’d come in here full of piss and vinegar, with balls bigger than cantaloupes. But there was no way I could just waltz in and kill the Techborn leader—and I was even crazier if I thought I was walking out of here again.

Leaving now and regrouping seemed like a much smarter play.

When I reached the exit of Arabella, I knew freedom was just a few steps away.

But then… I saw it. Hammer's body, strung up in the archway like a piece of meat. A warning. A message.

They killed him. The Techborn had killed that lamer… my friend.

It was my fault. I’d told him to cause a distraction, but he’d done it wrong, somehow. Maybe he’d fallen off his walker, or been shot by a Techborn patrol when they saw the robots chasing him. Who knew?

The important part was he’d died because of me—because he was trying to help me.

Shit.

Turning around, I marched back into the back into Arabella. I couldn’t get Hammer killed then chicken out on the mission he’d died for.

I stalked through the corridors again, heading upward. My buzzblade was hungry for blood—Techborn blood. I didn't care about stealth anymore. I didn't care about being quiet. My torc got me past various guards, and I made it up to the top again.

There, as before, two monster Tuskers stood guard.

I didn't screw around this time. I marched right up to them. I flicked on my vibrating knife, and when they reached for me, I took off two massive hands at the wrist. The first guy was looking in dumb-ass bewilderment at his fountaining stumps. He didn’t seem to be able to process what had happened to him.

Ignoring him, I dealt with the second. He was forewarned, now. But he didn’t hit any gongs or blow any whistles. There was an alarm button not far from his left elbow—but this went untouched as well.

That kind of moment—that’s when you need a guard with a brain. But this guy—he didn’t have that. He just seemed pissed and determined to take me out, to avenge his friend.

Wary of my buzzing knife, he came in carefully. When he got close, he lunged. I let him have that—putting one hand on my wrist and the other around my neck.

That’s when his belly opened up and disgorged an improbable volume of guts. I’d dropped my knife from my pinned hand and caught it with my other, free one.

He was squeezing the life out of me by this time, making my world go dark as first the air to my lungs was cut off, then the blood from my beating heart to my brain faded away.

I fought him, of course, slashing away at that slippery mess that was still coming out of his abdominal cavity and straining every neck muscle I’d exercised for years against this very moment—but it wasn’t enough. I blacked out.

To my surprise, when I awakened, I found it was only moments later. I was on the floor, in a chunky pool of nastiness. The Tuskers had both succumbed to the horrible injuries I’d given them and quickly bled out.

Fortunately, the Tusker who’d made it his final mission to throttle me, had relaxed in death. His huge hand was still on my windpipe, but it hadn’t closed it off completely.

Gasping and pushing away the sinking mass of meat that was once two genetic monstrosities, I staggered up and took stock of things.

There was no alarm up, and I wasn’t seriously injured—but it was only a matter of time until someone noticed these two piles of death.

Callista’s key came out. With fumbling hands, I touched it to the lock on the door. A tone sounded—then nothing.

Crap.

I touched the key to the lock, again and again. No dice.

“Callista?” a voice came through the door, out of a hidden speaker. “What do you want at this hour?”

Again, I touched the key to the lock—still, nothing happened to let me in. All I was doing was marginally identifying myself past the appropriate time to visit someone.

Maybe Janson didn’t trust that crazy bitch Callista anymore than any man should. Maybe, just maybe, he wasn’t an idiot.

I heard an irritated sigh. “Very well, if you must—”

The door buzzed open. I couldn’t believe it. He must not have checked his cameras.

As I pressed my way inside the massive portal, I wondered if Callista had made previous midnight visits to see Janson before…? I wouldn’t put it past her. She was the sort that would.

Janson came out, yawning and stretching. When he saw me, however, he froze and looked stunned instead. I was quite the sight, with my knife at the ready and all covered with Tusker guts and cold rage.


Chapter 28

Janson’s shock didn’t last long. His eyes flew wide, and he tried to run.

He was too slow, and my vibrating blade slashed across his back, drawing blood. The first blood went to me in this contest—but I wanted more.

Janson moved faster now that I’d given him some incentive. His hand darted to his wrist, activating something. A shimmering field sprang up around him.

A personal shield? I didn’t know the Techborn had that sort of thing. Damn.

I crashed into him, knocking us both to the floor. We grappled, rolling across the deck. I stabbed at him again and again, but the shield turned my blade each time. Janson snarled, lashing out with fists and feet. He was strong—stronger than he looked, anyway.

We slammed into a wall, struggling. My blade locked against his shield. It was a stalemate.

Janson glared at me, face twisted with rage.

“You’re a dead man, slave,” he spat. “You’re just too stupid to know it yet.”

I headbutted him in the face. My skull wasn’t metallic, so the field didn’t repel it. There was the distinctive crunch of breaking bone. Janson reeled back, blood streaming from his nose. The shield flickered.

Pressing the attack, I threw fists at him with everything I had. The man was tough, I’d give him that, but he was bleeding now and falling back.

But just as I was beginning to grin, thinking I had this fight in the bag, he pulled a move. The stumbling retreat was a ruse. He wasn’t staggering away from me in terror—not entirely. He was backpedaling until his hand found his own knife. He lifted it and began to advance, slashing at me.

For the first time, I was at a disadvantage. My blade couldn’t get to him, only my fists. But he had a knife—and he knew how to use it, too.

He saw the direction of my gaze, which was fixed on his blade.

“Still thinking you can win, huh? You’re even more deluded than I thought. When will you Dusters learn? The Techborn will always rule over your kind.”

“I’m not a Duster, genius.”

Janson raised an eyebrow. “No? Then what are you?”

I didn’t answer. It wouldn’t do me any good to tell him I was from Earth. Instead, I tried a new move.

Charging straight at Janson, I caught him off guard. Slamming my shoulder into his chest, I sent him reeling back. I hadn’t really hurt him, but I’d bought myself a precious second to think as he climbed back to his feet.

On a desert planet, nothing was more valuable than flowing water. Just to show off their wealth, the top of the Techborn hierarchy tended to have things like water fountains in their apartments.

Janson was no exception to this rule. He had a fancy-ass fountain in the middle of his private quarters. Three dragonheads, all spouting in different directions into a big steel bowl at the bottom. It looked like someone had crafted the thing out of scavenged parts from Arabella. Copper tubing, hammered into the vague shape of dragons. That steel bowl—was it the dish from some old parabolic antenna? That’s what it looked like.

The water was the key. I saw my chance and I took it. When he got back to his feet, cursing, I grappled with him again. He tried to sneak his knife home, and it tickled my ribs a little. Blood oozed.

I grabbed Janson by the arms and swept a foot behind his right ankle. Then, I heaved with all my strength. He fought me, but I had leverage. My limbs were powered by desperation. I slammed him into the fountain. Water sloshed everywhere.

Janson thrashed and sputtered. His shield flickered and died with an electric sizzle. Finally, the playing field was level. No more hiding behind his tech. Just two men, one fountain, and a score to settle.

As he climbed out of the fountain, I picked up my buzzblade from where I’d dropped it. The handle hummed in my grip again.

This was it, the end of the line for Janson. I gave him a murderer’s grin.

Janson’s eyes went wide with real fear for the first time. We both knew I had him now, but he wasn’t out of tricks, yet. He lunged at me, making wild slashes. I backpedaled, looking for an opening—but instead of continuing to press his attack—he ran for it.

A hatch opened in the floor. The coward was bailing out.

I reversed directions, howling for his blood. I slashed with my blade—but it was too late. My buzzblade scratched and clattered on the closing hatch, sending up a single yellow spark.

Janson vanished down the chute with a final mocking laugh. The hatch snapped shut behind him. I hauled on it, but it was no use. The hatch was sealed tight.

I remembered Hammer and lost it, stabbing at the metal hatch with my buzzblade. Once. Twice. The vibrating metal screeched against the hatch, but it wouldn’t give. I bashed it in frustration until my arm ached. Still no good.

Janson was gone. Escaped to who knows where. All my efforts, all the fighting—I’d been so close. Shit…

It was enough to make a man want to put his fist through a wall.

But I couldn’t afford to wallow. I was still deep in the heart of Arabella. There were alarms blaring, now. There had to be guards on my tail. I had to move. I had to get out of here.

I burst out of Janson’s quarters, still dripping wet and seething with rage. I could now see how this Techborn had managed to make it to the status of an overlord and keep his head for years. He was as frigging slippery as hell.

Now wasn’t the time to worry about Janson, however. I had to get out of this ship before the whole Techborn army came down on my head. I ran out of the place, and to say I looked red-handed would have been an understatement. I was pretty well bathed in blood by now.

Alarms blared and yellow lights flashed in the corridors. Boots pounded on every metal deck. They were coming for me. How the fuck was I going to get out?

I retraced my steps, barreling through the twisting passageways of Arabella. I made it back to Callista’s quarters. She was where I’d left her, tied to her soft couch. She glared daggers at me. If looks could kill, I’d have been a dead man seven times over.

Then, she seemed to take note of my blood-spattered state. Her eyes flew wide. I loosened her gag.

“You actually did it?” she said. “You killed Janson?”

She said this almost in a whisper. Was her tone one of hunger—of hope? I thought that it was…

Right then, I wondered about some things. Had she wanted me to go off on a wild tirade? Was I being allowed to assassinate her overlord?

Who was playing who, here?

“Well?” she demanded, raising her voice. “Did you do it or not?”

“I tried—but he got away.”

“You crazy fool,” she spat, wriggling in her bonds. “Don’t you know even the basics of intrigue? If you try to kill a tyrant, you must finish him! Janson will hunt you to the ends of Haven-7 for this.”

“We’ll see about that.”

She shook her head and rolled her eyes. “What now, Tanner? What’s your next move?”

“What do you care?”

“I want to know how a true genius operates,” she said with a sarcastic glare.

I hesitated. Part of me wanted to leave her trussed up for Janson to find. But I needed her. Needed her connections, her knowledge of Arabella’s secrets.

“Yeah?” I growled. “Maybe I’ll tell him you put me up to this. The assassination—that was all your idea. He’ll believe it. He’ll figure that’s why I used your code-key on his door about ten times.”

Callista didn’t like that idea. She hissed and wriggled like a cat in heat.

“Settle down,” I told her. “Let’s make a deal. If I get caught, I’ll keep your name out of this—if you help me get off this wreck and back out into the desert.”

Callista glared. “You’ll keep quiet about our… involvement? Never breathe a word of it—even under torment?”

“That’s what I’m saying. You had nothing to do with any of this—as long as you do your part to help me slip away.”

She bared her teeth and breathed through them for a bit, considering. I had her all tied up. I had all the cards. I think she knew, she pretty much had to play ball—or at least, pretend to.

“All right,” she said. “I agree—under duress.”

Using my blade, I slashed her bonds away. When she was free, she rubbed her wrists where the ropes had bit into them. Her eyes were cold, calculating.

Shouts echoed from the corridor outside. I could hear them getting closer. We were out of time.

I grabbed Callista’s arm and hauled her to her feet. “Move. We’re leaving.”

She didn’t argue. We slipped out into the corridor, sealing the door behind us. There was no point making it easy for them.

We ran, plunging into the bowels of the ship as the sounds of pursuit grew louder behind us. I didn’t know if we’d make it out. Didn’t know what waited for us even if we did.

We were stopped twice. Each time, her status and my torc got us past guards with pig-like, suspicious eyes. We had to keep moving though.

The alarms were still blaring, but I tuned them out, and focused on putting one foot in front of the other. Down low, when we were close to the exit, the decks vibrated under my boots. They must be running the nuclear turbines to produce electrical power at night. I could feel it in my bones.

Callista helped me bluff my way past the robots at the main entrance. They were dumb—but they didn’t want to let us go. She had to throw a fit and threaten them with being dismantled in Riven’s workshop.

That seemed to do the trick. We stumbled out into the night. The cool desert air slapped me in the face. The Red Desert stretched out before us, an ocean of shadows broken only by the looming silhouette of the crashed Arabella. I could see the crater it had gouged into the earth, a wound that would never heal. Just like the ones Janson had carved into this world.

Callista tugged at my hands. “Let go of me. This is far enough.”

I stopped, and I looked at her speculatively. She felt a flash of fear. I could see it run through her body like an involuntary shiver.

Here we were, in the desert at night. I had all the cards, now. If the Techborn caught us, I could claim her as an accomplice. The records had been made, after all, back at Janson’s door. I’d used her code-key to gain access to his apartments.

On the other hand, if I simply dragged her off right now into the night with me, taking her as my prisoner—she couldn’t stop me.

In short, I had several ways I could betray this lovely snake of a woman. I have to admit, I was tempted—especially with that last idea. She owed me some more time serving as the captive. Maybe I’d have her be a slave to my whims—the way she’d done when the roles had been reversed.

Callista was anything but dumb. She was watching my thoughts, reading them in my face with the dim light from Arabella glowing behind us. She didn’t speak.

I wondered if she was hoping I’d take her. Could she be secretly wishing for a new, simpler life?

Searchlights stabbed through the darkness, crisscrossing the sands. The Techborn were slow, but they were catching up. Hunting us.

I grabbed Callista’s shoulders, pulled her close, and kissed her hard. She answered in kind.

A few seconds passed, then I cursed under my breath and let her go. Without explaining anything, I turned and raced off into the darkness.

She didn’t say anything, either. She knew the score just as I did. We had a thing—an admittedly weird thing—going on between us, but that would have to wait.

Perhaps, it would have to wait forever.


Chapter 29

I kept moving, keeping low to the ground. Distance had to be put between me and that metal tomb before they caught my scent.

My mind wandered as I hustled through the night. My brain kept circling back to Callista, the way a dog probably dreams of porkchops it can’t have.

The way she’d looked, tied up on her couch in her quarters. The look of hate in her eyes—then lust. I couldn’t get the picture out of my head.

She shouldn’t have bothered me, but she did. There was something about that woman. A pull she had that I couldn’t quite shake.

I chided myself for being an idiot. Getting tangled up with a bitch like that was asking for trouble. I had a bad habit of falling for the wrong women. The dangerous ones. The kind that would kill you with a smile and make you beg for more.

But I couldn’t afford to dwell on that now. I had bigger problems. Like the small army of Techborn currently scouring the desert, searching for my ass. I needed to find cover, someplace to lay low until the heat died down.

Scanning the horizon, I looked for anything that might offer a hiding place. A rocky outcropping, a stand of those twisted trees, anything. There were farms and outbuildings, but none of them looked unguarded. Beyond those, there was nothing but an endless expanse of sand and starlight.

The searchlights were still behind me, but they were spreading out and falling farther behind. I could hear the hum of engines now—walkers? Or drones? I wasn’t sure.

Lifting my feet higher, I pounded as I ran. I gritted my teeth and pushed on into the night, letting the darkness swallow me whole. They could hunt me all they wanted. I’d just keep running, and if they found me, I would kill a few for spite.

The night wrapped around me like a shroud as I stumbled through the desert. Sand filled my boots, and after hours of being on the run, each step became a struggle.

My lungs burned with every ragged breath. But I couldn’t stop moving. Stopping meant dying, and I wasn’t ready to die—not yet.

After all, I had an ungrateful planet to save. Right?

I thought of Hammer—poor, brave, dumb-ass, Hammer. What a fuck-nut. He’d bought me the time I needed to infiltrate the Techborn stronghold, but he’d sacrificed himself in the process. I swore to myself that I’d make that sacrifice count someday.

By morning, the great ship was too far behind me to be seen. The funny thing was, I felt like I’d left a piece of myself back there in those twisted corridors—along with my walker.

A damn shame that, I could’ve used the speed. I was on foot now—just me and the desert. I was a lone madman against the world.

The open civil war I’d been trying to prevent… it seemed even more likely to come now. The Techborn had dicked the Duster rebels, despite my best efforts. Flint was dead, but a new rebel leader would probably arise.

I’d tried to take out Janson, in trade for Flint, but that had resulted in nothing but an angry, warned overlord. He had known I’d come in gunning for him, and I’d failed to take him out. He was certain to take a dim view of that.

The obvious result of these actions had to be bad. Both sides were feeling wronged. They both had to be planning to escalate.

I was no diplomat. I was a killer. XCU really shouldn’t have sent me.

Gritting my teeth, I kept walking. Just put one foot down in front of the other, Tanner. I marched into the dawn light—into the unknown.

* * *

A few days later, I stumbled into Cinder Hollow. It should be no surprise that I was half-dead from thirst and exhaustion. The guards on the walls eyed me warily, but they let me pass. I guess I looked too pathetic to be a threat.

That was fine by me. I wasn’t here to cause trouble. Not this time.

The town sprawled out before me, a jumble of ramshackle buildings and narrow streets. I could hear the hum of generators, the clank of machinery. Life went on despite the Techborn and their iron grip on this world.

The Dusters struggled through their day. At least, they had something to hold onto. Something to fight for. I envied them, in a way.

Me? I was just a man with a grudge and a buzzblade. A walking dead man, as Janson had been fond of saying.

My first thought—beside getting rehydrated—was to look for Megan. I had to tell her about Hammer. I had to confess to her that I’d pretty much failed at everything I’d tried to do. That wasn’t going to be a pleasant conversation.

But before I could walk more than a dozen steps past the gates, a shout rang out behind me.

I spun around, hand dropping to my blade. One of the guards was pointing out into the desert. His face was twisted with fear.

Turning to look, I couldn’t believe my eyes. A group of figures were moving out there, far off in the desert. A full company of Techborn soldiers—maybe more than that. They were regulars, armed to the teeth and out for blood.

My blood, of course.

I cursed under my breath. Had they followed me here? Had they hung back, letting me think I’d evaded them, then swept forward when they’d realized where my tracks had to be going?

It looked like Janson wasn’t going to let me lick my wounds in peace. He wanted to finish the job. His ultimate plan had to be to put me in the ground for good.

The Techborn—there had to be a whole damn army of them, from the looks of it. More and more kept appearing on the horizon. They’d been following me. Tracking me. They probably wanted to see where I was going, where I’d lead them—and I’d led them straight to Cinder Hollow.

Damn.

I’d brought death and destruction to these people, this small, hidden sanctuary town. They’d taken me in, given me shelter. How had I repaid them? By drawing the Techborn right to their doorstep.

Some savior I was turning out to be.

I gripped my buzzblade tighter. Felt the familiar weight of it in my hand. It was clear what I had to do. It’s what I always did when things went south: Fight.

My mind swirled with possible plans. I had to give these people a chance. Maybe, if I left town and kept on going out into the desert, I could buy them some time to get away. To disappear before the Techborn could slaughter them all.

The word was getting out by this time. It was an hour past noon, but the people of Cinder Hollow were just becoming aware of this new nightmare. Bells rang out, a warning and a call to arms. Dusters raced around and armed themselves. Slowly, a rabble of locals gathered on the ramshackle walls that nominally protected this town.

The people of Cinder Hollow were springing into action. They’d been preparing for this, waiting for this fateful day to come.

A sand cannon was wheeled out of a shed. That was impressive. The old gun had to be from the earliest colonial days. I wondered if it would still fire…

The colonists struggled to move it. They rolled it toward the main gates and aimed the six rotating barrels in the direction of the approaching horde. It was obvious what their plan had to be. Once the gate went down, the Techborn would be faced with this aging machine of death. They’d be cut down at point blank range.

While the sand cannon was positioned and power cables were run up to it from generators in the back of town, the people came to answer the call of the bells. Scruffy Duster men took up positions on the rickety walls, rifles at the ready.

The town was going to be surrounded and besieged—everyone knew it by now. I watched their eyes. There was some fear, there—a reasonable enough response, but there was a resolve too. These people knew what was at stake. They knew what they were up against. But they weren’t all running off for the hills.
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Once it was clear the Techborn planned to organize their troops carefully, I figured we had a little time to prepare.

I shoved my face into a bucket of water from the automated well in the center of town. I gulped the cold stuff down like a man dying of thirst—which I was. The desert had a way of sucking the life out of you, leaving nothing but a dried-out husk.

Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I headed toward the crude walls of Cinder Hollow. It was time to take my place among the defenders of this town. It was the least I could do.

The Duster rebels manning the ramparts eyed me with contempt as I approached. I could feel their hatred boring into my skull.

“There he is!” one shouted.

“See that big fucker—right there!” said another.

It was no mystery who the Techborn had been following, and Cinder Hollow was blaming me for bringing their enemy down on their heads.

The bad part was—they were right. I hadn’t followed their rules, I hadn’t kept the secret of this place. After trying to commit an assassination, I’d led the enemy right up to their gates. How could the Techborn do anything other than blame these people for my actions?

I tried to explain, but my words fell on deaf ears. These were hardened fighters, men who had seen too much death and destruction to care about excuses.

The crack of thunderbolt rifles split the air now and then, making me flinch. The Dusters were taking potshots at the Techborn forces encircling the encampment. They were already trying to keep the enemy troops at bay.

But, from my estimates, it was only a matter of time before they broke through—before they swarmed over these thin walls like a horde of angry ants—and when they did, there would be hell to pay.

The Duster rebels were scared, and angry, but they also looked like they were willing to fight. They could count. They knew they were outnumbered and outgunned—but they weren’t going down without a fight.

I respected that, admired it, even. These were my kind of people. Tough, stubborn, and willing to die for what they believed in, but I couldn’t let it happen. I wasn’t going to let more blood be spilled because of my mistakes, my failures.

I had to make this right. I had to find a way to stop Janson and his Techborn goons before they slaughtered everyone in Cinder Hollow—even if it meant sacrificing myself in the process.

There was only one weapon to my name, and I gripped my buzzblade tighter. I liked the feel of its weight in my hand. It was a comforting presence, a reminder of Earth. It also served to remind me of who I was and what I was capable of.

Climbing the rickety wooden stairs up to the walls of Cinder Hollow, my boots thumped on each step. The whole structure creaked and swayed, like it might collapse at any moment, but I didn’t care. I wanted to count heads from the highest of their leaning battlements. I wanted to see for myself what we were up against.

Megan was already up there, leaning against the ramparts with her rifle cradled in her arms. Her face was grim, her eyes unfriendly. She didn’t even glance at me as I approached.

I followed her gaze out to the wasteland beyond the walls. The Techborn army was out there, a seething mass of metal and flesh encircling the town like a noose. They weren’t attacking yet, but it was only a matter of time.

The crack of thunderbolt rifles split the air now and then. The sound was like a whip cracking against my eardrums. The Dusters were taking more and more potshots at the enemy as they grew in number and surged closer. The Techborn snipers fired back, their shots just as loud and just as deadly.

I saw one of the Dusters along the walls go down. His body jerked as an accelerated bullet tore through him. He tumbled from the wall, landing in a crumpled heap on the ground below. He must have been dead before he even hit the dirt. It was the first casualty of what promised to be a long day.

Megan cursed under her breath. Her fingers tightened on her own rifle. I could see the anger burning in her eyes, the thirst for revenge. She wanted to make the Techborn pay for what they’d done. She fired back—but although I heard the crack and I saw a puff of red dirt way out there, I didn’t see a hit.

We were outnumbered and outgunned. We couldn’t take on this whole army by ourselves. We needed a plan, a way to even the odds… I racked my brain, trying to come up with something. Anything.

“We’re screwed, Tanner,” Megan said suddenly.

She turned to me. Her eyes looked me over. She was acknowledging my presence for the first time—but I was pretty sure she’d been very aware of me since the alarm had gone up.

“Did you really lead them here?” she asked.

“Not on frigging purpose. I thought I’d lost them.”

She nodded. She looked down at the timbers of the wall, which creaked and rattled as men moved to and fro. “You’re not a tracker. You aren’t from here—not at all. Right?”

I opened my mouth and closed it again.

She was right. This was all my fault. I’d led the Techborn straight to Cinder Hollow, like a hobbled infant animal, used to bait in the parents. A fool.

Now, everyone here was going to pay the price for my mistake.

I was lost in my own thoughts, trying to come up with a plan, when I heard heavy footsteps behind me. I turned to see a burly Duster rebel stomping towards me, his face twisted with rage. He was the brother of the man who’d just been killed by the Techborn sniper.

“You!” he snarled, jabbing a finger at my chest. “This is all your fault! You led them here, you bastard!”

I didn’t flinch. I’d faced down worse than this guy before. But I couldn’t deny the truth in his words. I had brought this down on Cinder Hollow, on all of them.

He took a swing at me. I let him do it.

That was a mistake. He hit me harder than I thought he could. I was knocked off the wall and down to the dust. I got up, trying not to snarl back at him. I rubbed at my jaw and glowered at the man.

“I didn’t mean for this to happen,” I said, as steadily as my sore jaw would allow. “I was just trying to—”

“I don’t care what you were trying to do!” he roared, spittle flying from his lips. “My brother is dead because of you! They just shot him down!”

The man pointed down to where the crumpled body of his brother lay, less than ten long steps from me. Everyone was preparing for the worst, and no one had seen to the fallen man, yet.

I saw Megan watching us out of the corner of my eye. Her expression was unreadable. She didn’t move to intervene. I couldn’t blame her for that. This was between me and the angry Duster.

The rebel clenched his fists at his sides. He wanted more. “We should throw this dog over the wall,” he growled. “Let the Techborn have him!”

I met his gaze, my own eyes unblinking. “Go ahead and try it,” I dared him.

For a moment, I thought he might actually give it a shot. His muscles tensed, his jaw clenched tight. But then he seemed to think better of it. He took a step back, his anger still simmering beneath the surface.

“This isn’t over,” he said, pointing at me. “You’ll pay for this, Tanner—oh yeah, we know who you are. The Preacher told us!”

With that, he turned and stalked away, his boots thudding against the wooden planks of the wall.

I glanced at Megan again, but she’d already gone back to taking potshots at the Techborn army beyond the walls. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking—whether she blamed me, too. If I had a friend left in this town, it was her—but right now, things didn’t look good between us.

Moving up to her side, I took her monocular out of her saddlebags. I sighted on the enemy, and I tried to give her range directions, playing spotter.

“Aim about a foot to the left,” I said after her next shot.

Megan paused. She had a funny look. I figured she wanted answers.

“Is it true?” she asked, tightly. “Did you really go to the Arabella and stir up this shit?”

I hesitated for a moment. I could’ve lied, could’ve told her it was all just a big coincidence. But I respected her too much for that.

“Yeah,” I said. “I tried to kill Janson, and came close. They’re following me, for sure.”

Megan’s eyes flashed with anger, but there was something else there too. Understanding, maybe. She knew what it was like to be hunted, to have nowhere to run.

Out in the distance, I could see the Techborn troops setting up their gear. They had drones, missile launchers—the works. They were organizing as if they had all day—which they did, technically. We weren’t going anywhere.

The Dusters on the walls were doing the same, hauling up crates of ammo and checking their weapons.

Megan must have seen the guilt in my eyes, because her expression softened a little. “It’s not really your fault,” she said, quietly. “This isn’t your war. You didn’t ask for this.”

We watched the Techborn troops swarm like locusts, ready to devour everything in their path.

Megan turned to me, her eyes searching my face. “Where’s Hammer? Did he make it out of the Arabella with you?”

I didn’t want to say the words, didn’t want to make it real. But I owed her the truth.

“Hammer’s dead,” I said. “The Techborn killed him.”

Megan’s face crumpled, her eyes filling with tears. She shook her head, like she couldn’t believe it, like she didn’t want to believe it.

“No,” she whispered. “Not Hammer. He can’t be gone.”

I reached out and pulled her into my arms, holding her tight. She buried her face in my chest, her shoulders shaking with sobs.

I didn’t say anything. There was nothing to say. Hammer was dead, and no amount of words could change that.

We crouched there on the walls of Cinder Hollow, holding onto each other for a full minute. The sun was getting lower, now. Soon, evening would come.

The Techborn had pulled back a bit, hiding behind ridges and in gullies. They were letting the natural rough terrain out there give them cover. The thunderbolt snipers on both sides had slowed and almost stopped as no one wanted to expose themselves to sudden death.

The Techborn wouldn’t stop until they’d crushed the Dusters and taken control of Haven-7. But right now, all Megan and I could think about was Hammer.

He’d been my friend, my brother in arms. We’d fought side by side, watched each other’s backs. And now he was gone, cut down by the Techborn like he was nothing.

Somehow, Megan’s tears made a rage boil up inside me, hot and fierce. I wanted to make them pay for killing Hammer Vargo. I wanted to see their blood spilled on the sand, their bodies broken and lifeless.
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As evening fell, I watched refugees stream out of Cinder Hollow. Their faces were drawn with fear and desperation. They clutched their meager belongings and dragged their children behind them. I couldn’t let them leave. They’d be slaughtered out there, easy pickings for the Techborn.

I stepped in front of them. “Stop. You can’t go out there. It’s suicide.”

A man pushed forward, his eyes wild. “We’ve got families. We have to try. We can’t stay here and die.”

“You’ll die out there for sure,” I told him, shaking my head. “The Techborn are everywhere. They’ll capture you, torture you. Is that what you want?”

The man hesitated, looking back at his family. I could see the indecision in his eyes. He wanted to protect them, but he didn’t know how.

Forcing my tone to soften, I tried again. “Listen, I know you’re scared. But we have a better chance if we stick together. The Dusters are fighters. We can hold them off.”

The man looked at me, his shoulders slumping. He knew I was right. They all did. Slowly, the townsfolk turned back towards their homes. Their faces were grim.

I watched them go, feeling responsible for whatever disaster might follow. I’d convinced them to stay, but now I had to make sure they survived. I had to help the Dusters win this battle.

Looking out toward the horizon, I could see distant fires begin to spark into life. The Techborn were settling down for the night, camping in the desert. They were out there, calculating the right moment to strike. I hoped this wouldn’t turn into a siege. I didn’t want these townsfolk to face starvation on top of everything else.

My fists were clenching and unclenching, seemingly of their own accord. Anger. That’s what I was feeling. The sensation was coursing through my veins.

They’d killed some oaf named Hammer, a guy who had befriended me. Who else had tried to do that on Haven-7? No one. A few women had taken an interest, sure… but that was different. With Hammer, the only motivation had been friendship.

Footsteps crunched behind me. I turned to see Silas approaching. He had a solemn look on his face, like he was about to deliver bad news—I didn’t see how things could get any worse.

“Dane?” he said. “Can we talk?”

I nodded, following him to a quiet spot behind one of the buildings. I leaned against the wall, crossing my arms over my chest.

“What’s on your mind, Preacher?” I asked.

He sighed, running a hand over his face. “I came to ask you something. Do you want to leave? To go back to Earth?”

I stared at him, not sure if I’d heard him right. “What?”

“I can send you home,” he said. “Haven-7 is hopeless. There’s nothing more you can do here.”

His offer was out of the blue, but it tempted me. It was true, things didn’t look too rosy out here on this colony planet. Things had gone very wrong. The thought of leaving this hellhole behind and going back to the relative safety of Earth...

But then I thought of the people here, the ones who were counting on me to help them. I couldn’t abandon them, not now.

“Why are you offering me this opportunity now?” I asked him. “Do you figure Haven-7 is better off without me?”

“No. I heard what you tried to do back at the Arabella. If you’d succeeded... who knows? Maybe this war would have been over before it started. I can’t blame you for that. If anyone is to blame, it’s me.”

“How’s that?”

“I’m the one who arranged for you to be sent out from Earth, remember?”

“Yeah…” I shook my head. “But, to answer your question: no. I’m not leaving. These people need me.”

Silas nodded, like he’d expected my answer. “I understand. But you need to be prepared for what’s coming.”  

“I’ve been up close and personal with these Techborn assholes plenty by now. Hell, I’ve been aboard Arabella twice… I appreciate your offer, Preacher, but consider me informed.”

Silas lifted his nose in the air. He looked pleased. “I know you’ll do it—if anyone can. I won’t even ask what your plan is—I’m sure it will be better than your last one.”

He clapped me on the shoulder. Shit, way to shovel on the pressure, old man.

“Who’s commanding this defensive effort?” I asked.

“Helga is her name.”

“Does she know much about heavy weapons?”

He blinked at me a few times. “We don’t have much that would fit that description… unless you mean that old sand-cannon.”

“That’s it.”

He nodded. “Okay. I’ll introduce you.”

I followed Silas through the narrow streets of Cinder Hollow, my mind still reeling from the events of the past few days. The Techborn were coming, and we had to be ready.

Silas led me to a small, nondescript building near the center of town. He knocked on the door, and a gruff voice called out, “Enter.”

Inside, a woman stood hunched over a map of the surrounding area. She looked up as we entered, her eyes narrowing as she took me in.

“Who’s this?” she asked, her tone sharp.

“Dane Tanner,” Silas replied. “He’s here to help.”

The woman glared. “We don’t need help from spies and outsiders.”

I stepped forward, meeting her gaze. “I’m not an outsider. I’m here to fight the Techborn, same as you.”

She studied me for a moment, then nodded. “I’m Helga, commander of the Duster garrison here. We’ve got a sand cannon, but it’s not doing us much good where it is. We need to move it up high, where it can do some real damage.”

I nodded. “I can help with that. Just point me in the right direction.”

Helga was tall for a woman—even a Duster woman. Her face was mostly freckles, but that gave her a nice look. She wore it better than most redheads did in desert climates.

She hesitated for a moment, then gestured to a group of Dusters standing nearby. “Take him to the cannon. Let’s see what he can do.”

I followed the Dusters out of the building and through the streets of Cinder Hollow. The sand cannon was a massive thing, all gleaming metal and intricate gears. It was an impressive piece of machinery, but it was clear that it wasn’t being used to its full potential.

Rolling up my sleeves and getting to work, I used Helga’s name to get things done. Grumbling Dusters helped me haul the artillery piece uphill to a better emplacement. It was grueling work, but I didn’t mind.

Finally, we had the cannon in place. I stepped back, admiring our handiwork. It was an impressive sight, the massive barrel pointing out over the desert, ready to rain down destruction on the Techborn.

I stepped back, surveying our work. I’d worked with light artillery emplacements during my stint in the military. That all seemed like a long time ago, but you never really forgot how equipment like that worked. It was an intensive training program designed not to let you forget.

The cannon sat atop a pile of rocks, its barrel pointed out over the desert. But something wasn’t right. The platform wasn’t level. I wiped the sweat from my brow and looked out over the desert, watching the distant fires of the Techborn camp.

Helga appeared beside me, her face grim. “It’s a start,” she said. “But I doubt it will be enough. We need more weapons, more fighters.”

“We don’t have them—and we’re not done with this emplacement yet. The cannon is high enough now, but it must be level as well.”

Helga looked at me. “The Techborn won’t stop until they’ve crushed us. You know that, don’t you?”

“Then we’ll just have to crush them first.”

She thought that over. She must have liked what she’d heard, because she said: “I’ll give you six more workers.”

I nodded.

We set to work, using sticks and bricks to shore up the platform. Finally, the platform was level. I stepped back, nodding in satisfaction. The Dusters looked at me, waiting for orders.

“Good work,” I said. “Now, let’s get the armor plate and shielding up. We don’t want the Techborn taking out our gunners.”

We set to work again, using whatever materials we could find to construct a makeshift shield in front of the platform. It wasn’t pretty, but it would do the job.

At last, my crew of Dusters connected the power cable to the town generator again. They brought the sand cannon back to life. A low hum filled the air as the weapon charged up, ready to beam something into ion-charged slag.

Just as we were about to test-fire our setup, a lot of shouting started on the wall top. We were instantly concerned.

“What’s happening?” Helga demanded.

“A lone rider is coming—from the Techborn lines!”

I could see him now, when I used my hand to shade my eyes. The rider was a tall, imposing figure. He was clad in the black robes of a Magister.

“Viktor?” Helga guessed. “What does that old fart want?”

The Dusters around me tensed, their fingers tightening on their weapons. They wanted to burn him down, and I couldn’t blame them, but Helga didn’t give the order.

“Hold your fire,” she called out.

The Dusters looked at her like she was crazy, but they obeyed.

Helga stepped up beside me. “He must have a message,” she said. “You’ve got to admit, the old buzzard has a brass pair on him, coming up to our doorstep like this.”

I nodded, knowing she was right. I wanted to blast Viktor off his high horse just as badly as the rest of these yokels did—but we all held back. We needed information. Maybe, just maybe—he would offer us a deal. Maybe we could get the families out of town, for instance.

The rider halted about hundred yards from our walls. He sat there on his horse, with a straight spine and a straight face.

Helga turned to her Dusters. “Stay here. Keep that cannon ready. Tanner and I will go see what he wants.”

They didn’t like it, but they knew better than to argue. Helga and I stepped out from behind the wall, walking towards the gate where Viktor waited.

As we approached, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was a trap. Viktor was a Magister, one of the Techborn’s most powerful agents. He wouldn’t have come alone unless he had something up his sleeve.

The big gate creaked open, and we walked out into the open desert. We met with Viktor on the dusty road that led out into the wasteland.

Viktor sat atop his mount, looking down at us with a smug expression. I wanted to wipe that look off his face, but I held myself back.

“What do you want, Magister?” Helga called out.

Viktor smiled, his teeth gleaming in the sunlight. “I have a message for you—and for Dane Tanner. For all the Dusters of Cinder Hollow.”

My hand dropped to the hilt of my weapon and tightened there into a ball. Whatever he had to say, I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like it.
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I looked the Magister up and down. He was a real piece of work, this one—arrogant as hell. That look on his face, it was like he smelled shit all the time.

“All right, Viktor,” Helga said. “Let’s hear it. What’s your offer?”

Viktor’s grin widened. “Straight to the point. I like that.” He leaned forward in his saddle. “The Overlord, in his infinite mercy, is willing to accept your surrender.”

I snorted. Mercy, my ass. “And what are his terms?”

“Quite simple, really. All the Dusters will become slaves of the Techborn. They will serve us, as is their rightful place.”

I felt Helga was unhappy—but she didn’t yell “no” at him right away. That surprised me. She must be thinking of her people, of the suffering they’d endure if she refused the Techborn demands.

“That’s the deal, huh?” I asked. “Submission and slavery for all? At least you’re keeping things simple.”

“No,” Viktor said, squinting at me. “You… I know who you are. An escaped slave. A murderer. A failed assassin. My master will not allow you to become a simple slave, now.”

“Has he got something special in mind?” I asked in an unconcerned tone.

Viktor’s eyes glittered with malice. “You, Dane Tanner, will die. Slowly and painfully. You killed Kade Janson, the Overlord’s son. For that, you must pay with your life.”

“Worm!” Helga said, stepping forward. “What if we refuse your terms?”

Viktor shrugged. “Then you will all die. The Techborn army will sweep through Cinder Hollow like a heated knife, killing every last one of you.”

“We would ask something of you,” she said. “Let our civilians leave in peace. The young, the old—”

“No. I have given you the only terms we shall offer. Accept them—or refuse. It makes no difference to me.”

I looked at Helga. She met my gaze, her eyes hard. I knew what she was thinking. We couldn’t accept these terms. But if we refused, we might be condemning everyone in Cinder Hollow to death.

It was an impossible choice. I felt for her.

Helga turned back to Viktor. “We’ll need some time to consider your offer.”

Viktor nodded, that infuriating grin still on his face. “Of course—but the Overlord’s patience is not infinite. You have until dawn to respond—or else…”

With that, he turned his mount and rode back towards the Techborn lines. I watched him go, my mind racing.

We had a decision to make. And whatever we chose, people were going to die. I just hoped we could live with the consequences.

“We can’t accept those terms, Tanner,” Helga said to me. “My people won’t go for it.”

She was right, in my opinion. The Dusters would never submit to becoming Techborn slaves. As far as my special status went, I sure as hell wasn’t going to lay down and die for killing that piece of shit Kade, either.

“We’re outnumbered and outgunned,” I said. “We need a plan.”

Helga’s gaze turned calculating. She looked after Viktor. “What if we captured the messenger? Used him as a bargaining chip?”

I considered it for a moment. It was tempting. Viktor was a high-ranking Techborn. Just shooting him off the back of his walker would be fun.

“Nah,” I said finally. “That’s not going to make Janson change his mind about anything. He’ll just attack sooner.”

Helga looked like she wanted to argue, but she kept her mouth shut. “So, what do we do?”

I looked out over the walls of Cinder Hollow, at the Techborn army surrounding us. We were in a tight spot, no doubt about it.

“We’ll fight,” I said simply. “We’ll use every trick, every weapon, every bit of knowledge we have. We’ll make them bleed for every inch of ground they try to take.”

Helga nodded, a fierce grin spreading across her face. “I like the sound of that. There will be no surrender. I’m not even going to ask my lieutenants, or the mayor… we’re going to fight.”

Unsurprised, I gave her a sloppy salute and went to walk the crappy walls of Cinder Hollow one more time. My boots crunched in the sand, then over creaky boards.

Beyond the walls, night had fallen. The desert was quiet. Too quiet. The Dusters inside the walls were tense, waiting for dawn. The word was spreading, the Techborn would attack at first light.

I wondered if Callista was with the Techborn army. Was she here, somewhere in the dark? In the morning, would she lead the charge to wipe us out? I couldn’t get her out of my head. The way she’d looked at me, the feel of her skin against mine. These memories were fresh, and they messed with my mind.

Shaking off these thoughts, I checked my weapons for the hundredth time. My buzzblade hung at my hip, fully charged. I’d been issued a thunderbolt of my own now. It was loaded and ready, too.

Looking up, I saw the sand-cannon perched on the rocks overlooking the wall. It wasn’t much, but it was well-positioned. The Dusters who were supposed to fire it were inexperienced. I doubt they’d hit anything on their first try, but hopefully, they’d get a second chance when the time came.

Walking the wall, I considered it to be a joke. The core was old wood, with scrap metal and rusty wagon wheels welded together to give it some strength. It wouldn’t hold against a determined assault, but it was all we had.

Let them come. We’d be ready. Either we would die—or they would. There didn’t seem to be any other way out, now.

The night dragged on, each minute feeling like an eternity. Eventually, I thought I could sleep. I walked to the campfires and tents that dotted the open areas between the shacks that made up Cinder Hollow.

That’s when I found Megan sitting alone by a campfire. She was staring into the tiny tongues of flame. Her eyes were haunted. I knew that look. I’d seen it on the faces of many colonial women.

She looked up as I approached. “Tanner?”

“Mind if I join you?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

I sat down next to her, the heat from the fire washing over me. It felt good after the cold night air. Megan reached into her pack and pulled out a bottle of something that smelled like paint thinner.

“Drink?” she offered.

I took the bottle from her and took a swig. It burned going down, but it was better than nothing. We sat in silence for a while, passing the bottle back and forth.

“I miss him,” Megan said finally. “Hammer, I mean. We grew up together. He was a good man.”

I nodded. “He was. Damn good fighter, too.” Then, I told her about how he’d gotten the robot guards to chase him. That act had led to his death, but it had allowed me to sneak inside the Arabella.

She seemed saddened until I told her how close I’d come to killing Janson.

“Too bad you didn’t finish him.”

“Yeah…”

“It makes more sense, why he’s hunting you for vengeance. First his son—then him. You must seem like the bane of his existence, from his point of view.”

The booze was starting to take effect, warming me from the inside out. I could feel my muscles relaxing, the tension draining away.

“We’ll make the Techborn pay tomorrow,” I assured her. “For Hammer. For all the rest of them, too.”

Megan nodded. “Damn right we will.”

We drank together to honor our fallen friend. The mood around the fire had lifted slightly, buoyed by shared memories and the promise of revenge.

Tomorrow, we’d fight. Tomorrow, we’d face the Techborn and all their might. But tonight, we’d remember our friend and drink to his memory. It was the least we could do.

I drained the last of the booze and tossed the empty bottle aside. The fire crackled and popped, sending sparks up into the night sky. Megan shifted beside me, her shoulder brushing against mine.

“Dane,” she said softly. “There’s something I want to ask you.”

I turned to look at her. Her face was illuminated by the flickering flames, shadows dancing across her features. She looked beautiful and sad.

“What is it?” I asked.

She hesitated for a moment, biting her lower lip. “I want to make love to you. Tonight. Before... before tomorrow happens.”

I blinked in surprise. I hadn’t been expecting that. But as I looked at her, I realized I wanted it too, wanted her. If this was our last night alive, I couldn’t think of a better way to spend it.

After sliding an arm around her, I felt her melt against me. That was it for me. I reached out and cupped her face in my hand. She leaned into my touch, her eyes fluttering closed. I kissed her then, long and deep. She tasted like booze and wood smoke and something uniquely her.

We broke apart, breathing heavily. I stood up and held out my hand to her. She took it, and I pulled her to her feet. We walked hand in hand to my bedroll, spread out under the stars.

I laid her down gently, my hands roaming over her body. She arched into my touch, gasping softly. I kissed her again, trailing my lips down her neck.

Afterwards, Megan rested her head on my chest, listening to my heartbeat. I stroked her soft hair.

“Dane,” she whispered. “Promise me something.”

“Anything,” I said.

“Kill the Techborn tomorrow. All of them you can.”

That was the kind of promise I was happy to make. “You got it.”

We drifted off to sleep like that, wrapped in each other’s arms. For a few precious hours, the war and the Techborn and the death that awaited us faded away. There was only us, and the stars, and the hope that somehow, we’d make it through to see another night like this.


Chapter 33

My eyes snapped open at the sound of gunfire. Damn it… The Techborn were here!

I scrambled out of my bedroll, grabbing my gear. Megan was already gone—probably manning the walls. I raced through the pre-dawn light, my boots pounding on the packed earth. The sky was a sickly pink, like milk and blood blended together. Not a good omen.

I reached the walls just as the first Techborn came into view. They marched in perfect formation, their armor glinting in the early light. There were hundreds of them—maybe thousands. We were in for a real battle.

My first thought was of the sand-cannon. Why wasn’t it firing?

Normally, such a gun would be sounding like a screeching, continuous bug-zapper by now. Beaming out a brilliant line of energy and particles—but it wasn’t doing anything. It was silent.

Climbing up the rocks, I was already cursing and shoving aside any confused Duster who got in my way. I’d worked hard to get this damned thing up onto these rocks. It was set up high, at a nice vantage point for a reason. Up here, it had better range and a commanding field of fire.

The thing about that kind of plan was you had to frigging fire it! Preferably before the enemy got in close.

There was a pile of pig-iron shielding around the weapon, and although a wisp of white smoke was rising from the emplacement, it didn’t look like it had been knocked out.

One young guy was fooling around, struggling with something. Could that kid really be the one they’d assigned as the gunner? Shit, he looked like he was maybe sixteen.

“What the hell, kid? You know how to shoot this thing?”

His face was white with black streaks. He turned to face me, almost falling on his ass as he spun around on his heels. “The gunner… help me.”

Peering in the half-light, I looked into the pig iron enclosure that had turned the sand-cannon into a turret of sorts. There was a man, slumped over the levers and readout screens.

He was more than dead, and he was only about four-fifths of a man. His head had been blown clean off.

“Thunderbolt snipers?”

“That, or a mini-missile,” the kid said. “Help me get him out of the seat.”

I reached in. My hands gripped smoking, bloody coveralls and my arms heaved. The dead gunner was plucked out of the seat like a rotten tooth. I let the body slide downhill—there was no time for niceties.

After wasting a full second looking downslope at the sliding, smoking body, the kid climbed into the gunner’s seat.

“You know how to run this thing, kid?”

“I’ve been watching. I’ve loaded it—dozens of times.”

“Great… Hop to it.”

The young technician struggled with the controls. The kid looked like he’d never fired the damn thing before—or anything else for that matter. It wasn’t his fault. Poor training, no backup for the assigned gunner—that was the fault of leadership. Besides that, the weapon was a rusted piece of junk.

“Need a hand?” I asked.

The kid looked up at me, his face pale. He nodded.

The Techborn were still coming toward us in a marching line, maintaining formation and discipline. It was unnerving and a sharp contrast to the band of hooligans on our side who were hollering and cracking shots into their lines at random.

I don’t know what the kid expected when I’d offered to help, but his eyes bulged in a funny way when I reached into the turret and hooked him under the armpits. Then I hauled his ass out of there, letting him slide down the rocky slope after the dead man. Without even a glance in that direction, I jammed my body into the gunner’s seat and fired up the cannon’s targeting system.

Cracked screen, dirty sensors—everything flashed urgent requirements for a software update I suspected was going to be long in coming. So much for getting a lot of help from the targeting system. I switched to manual mode.

Remembering what training I’d had on these weapons systems—it had been a few years—I checked the magazine first. It looked like the kid had dumped a whole gallon of particles into the magazine. That was too much.

Worse, it looked like the grit might have been contaminated with moisture—was that blood? No wonder the damned thing wouldn’t fire.

The Duster kid had climbed back to his feet by now. I dumped out the magazine and called over my shoulder. “I need the cleanest, driest sand you can find. Beach sand, the coarse stuff—that’s the best.”

Nodding his head, he trotted away. Right about then, a round spanged off the turret housing, making the whole thing rock ominously. Someone out there must have seen that we were trying to get the cannon operating again.

“Watch out for incoming!” I shouted after the kid.

He came back fast—faster than I would have believed. He must have had bags of grit waiting in a row. It turned out the kid was way better at feeding me ammo than he had been as a gunner—go figure.

The kid watched me work, his eyes wide. I dumped about a quarter of the sandbag into the breach. The grit wasn’t perfectly even in quality—but at least it was dry. Not ideal, but it would have to do. I got the magazine to about half-full, then tamped it down and hit the auto-load button. At least that worked.

The cannon purred to life. It moved, shivering like a bird ruffling feathers. It rose up under my butt, the barrel traveling out over the landscape.

There was a lot of whooping and yelling—happy sounds. The kid even beat his hands on the roof of the turret housing. That made me wince—it felt like I was under fire. But who was I to stop the guy from celebrating a little?

Grabbing onto two control levers, I went to manual mode and swung the cannon around. With the auto-targeting systems busted, I was going to have to do this the old-fashioned way.

Sighting down the barrel, I lined up the business end of the cannon with about a hundred Techborn. This group was mounted, and they’d converged to charge towards our shitty walls. Their walkers squeaked and thumped as they came. The two-legged machines moved with uncanny speed and agility, bounding over boulders effortlessly. They ate up the distance, braving the small arms fire from our defenders.

Probably, they’d been told the sand-cannon was knocked out for good. That miscalculation was about to cost the Techborn army a lot of lives.

When I had the cannon lined up with the right edge of their charging line, my finger hovered over the trigger. The kid fidgeted nervously beside me. I ignored him, all my attention on the approaching enemy.

“Steady,” I muttered, more to myself than the kid.

The Techborn were close now, close enough that I could see the reflections on their polished armor. I let out a slow breath and squeezed the trigger.

The cannon roared like a beast, creating a brilliant beam of particulate matter. It was like a perfectly straight line of lightning. The heat came up in a rush into my face—I wasn’t wearing goggles or asbestos—nothing.

The beam flashed into the Techborn lines and ignited the first walker it touched. Man and machine were melted together and blasted apart all at once.

After letting up on the trigger for a few seconds and letting the heat warning drop from red to orange, I slid the beam to the left. This time, I purposefully struck a boulder.

The beam hit dead center, exploding in a hail of sand and shrapnel. Walkers all around it went down, their legs blown out from under them. Techborn soldiers were thrown like ragdolls. Their armor was no match for the cannon’s fury.

Sweeping the beam over the front line, I broke up the charging wave of mounted men. No sane man could charge into that kind of destruction.

A ragged cheer went up from the walls. The kid gaped at me, his mouth hanging open. I allowed myself a tight smile.

“That’s how it’s done, kid. Now reload!”

He squatted and worked the breach, careful to pour only a partial charge into the magazine.

Soon, the sand cannon roared to life again. It spit a stream of hyper-accelerated particles at the advancing Techborn line—the cavalry had dismounted, and the infantry had advanced to join them.

They fared no better. The grains of sand became lethal projectiles, slashing through armor like it was paper. I held the trigger down, sweeping the beam back and forth. Techborn soldiers fell, cut to ribbons by the invisible scythe of death.

I gritted my teeth, ignoring the numbness in my hands from the cannon’s vibration. This was what I was born for. The thrill of battle sang in my veins, drowning out everything else. I was a weapon, honed to a razor’s edge.

The Techborn attack faltered, then broke. They scrambled for cover, leaving their dead and dying behind. I allowed myself a grim smile. We’d bought ourselves some breathing room, but the reprieve was short-lived.

A high-pitched whine filled the air, growing louder by the second. I looked up, squinting against the sun. Drones—dozens of them—buzzing towards us like angry hornets. Behind them was, a swarm of missiles, their contrails stitching the sky.

I swore, diving out of the turret and crawling away—but too slowly. A missile streaked past, slamming into the wall a few feet from me. The explosion knocked me off my feet, showering me with debris. My ears rang, and my vision blurred.

Then I shook my head, trying to clear it. My eyes worked again. The sand cannon turret was a wreck. It lay on its side, belching smoke.

One of the drones swooped low, its guns chattering. I rolled to the side, narrowly avoiding the hail of bullets.

There wasn’t any time to think—or even to look for the kid. I leapt to my feet, sprinting away from the ruined cannon. There was no sense in dying for a smoking wreck.

Another missile struck. This time, the shockwave slammed into my back like a giant fist. I stumbled, nearly falling. Behind me, the sand cannon had now vanished in a fireball.

The glare of the fireball lit up the rocky slopes. That’s when I saw the kid lying nearby. He wasn’t moving, and he had a few pieces missing. It didn’t look good.

I kept running, zigzagging to throw off the drones’ aim. My lungs coughed up smoke and grit.

When I got down off the rocks and out of the line of fire, I thought of Megan. It bugged me that I’d yet to see her during this battle—could she be a burnt body on the rocks somewhere? It was possible, but I didn’t want to think about that.

Instead, I considered the good news. The Techborn had thought they’d beaten us, but they’d just eaten a big bag of crap. As long as I still drew breath, I would fight.

Why? I tried not to ask that question too strongly. This wasn’t my war—not entirely, anyway—but this happened sometimes. When you had a job like this on a new world, a man like me was supposed to stay aloof, to think about the mission XCU had assigned me and nothing else.

But that wasn’t always possible. I’d gotten caught up and chosen sides. Now, I was fighting for Cinder Hollow, for the Dusters, for every innocent life snuffed out by the Techborn’s cruelty.

Then, just as I was feeling like we had broken the Techborn, they let their true strength be known. There were shapes, up high on the canyon walls all around the town—not Techborn, but Tuskers.

The hulking brutes were swarming over the hills behind Cinder Hollow. They moved with a speed and agility that belied their size, leaping from rock to rock like oversized grasshoppers. Their knobby, sweaty skins glistened in the sun.

I swore under my breath. As if we didn’t have enough problems. The Tuskers were the Techborn’s shock troops, engineered for one purpose: to kill—and they were damn good at it.

One of the beasts leapt from a cliff, sailing through the air with its arms outstretched. It landed in the midst of a group of Dusters, crushing them beneath its bulk. I heard screams, saw blood spray. The Tusker rose, its maw dripping crimson.

I brought up my rifle, sighting down the barrel. The Tusker was too close to the Dusters. I couldn’t risk the shot. The Dusters killed the monster, but they lost two men in the process.

Another Tusker landed on the roof of a shack, caving it in. We couldn’t take an attack from two sides at once. We were doomed.

Scanning the cliffs, I looked for their leader. Tuskers didn’t do anything without being told to by a Techborn.

A lone figure stood tall atop the hills. It was too far away to make out details, but I figured it had to be a high-level officer of some kind. Yeah… I knew who that had to be.

There he was, displaying huge balls. He was laughing, I bet. Standing tall and probably cutting a live feed video of himself as his Tuskers wrecked the town and won the day.

Cold anger washed over me, drowning out everything else. I took a thunderbolt rifle off a dead man and lined up a shot. The world narrowed to a single point, the crosshairs centering on the man’s chest.

I squeezed the trigger. The rifle bucked against my shoulder, the report echoing off the hills. But the instead of a spray of blood, I saw a flash of blue-white light.

I couldn’t have missed. There was only one answer. I’d hit a man wearing a personal shield.

It was Janson up there. It had to be.

He didn’t like my sniper-shot. It was one thing to be shielded—it was another to take railgun hits and trust your life to your tech gizmo. He was moving fast, darting back behind the rocks. My next shot went wide, kicking up a spray of dirt.

Janson. Of course, it would be him. Only he would have the balls and the arrogance to stand up there. The Techborn overlord himself, come to oversee the slaughter.

I swore again, lowering the thunderbolt. I’d missed my chance. Janson was long gone, vanished into the maze of boulders and gullies.

A roar snapped me back to the present. The Tuskers were still jumping down from the cliff walls into town. Their ranks were swelling with every passing second.

One fell near the town well, which was close to me. It broke its leg, but got up, grunting and dragging one foot. I shot it in the head and kept walking.

Looking around, it seemed to me we were going to lose this fight in the end. But there might yet be a way to turn the tide.

I ran, my boots pounding on the packed earth. The sounds of battle faded behind me when I reached the edge of town. Megan’s walker was tethered there, right where she’d left it. I leapt onto its back, my hands finding the controls. The mechanical beast snorted, sensing my urgency.

Megan’s shout rang out behind me. That was good—she was still alive. Apparently, she’d seen me steal her walker. I couldn’t make out the words. Didn’t matter.

I waved over my shoulder at her and turned away, wheeling the walker around at its top speed. I’d set it for performance mode, and I figured I’d leave it there until one of us was destroyed.

I dug my heels into the walker’s flanks, urging it forward. As I did this, I half-wondered if Megan would put a bolt into my spine—but she didn’t. Last night’s good time had counted for something, I guess.

Something had busted up the front gates—probably a missile. I crashed into the shattered timbers and let the walker have its head. The claws dug in and scrabbled. Soon, the machine bounded over the wreckage, and I was thumping and racing out into the desert.

As I left Cinder Hollow behind, I heard jeers followed me. Angry voices called me a coward, a deserter.

Fuck them. I wasn’t running out. I gritted my teeth and bent low.

The walker’s strides ate up the distance, carrying me away from the chaos and death. I guided it towards the cliffs, a plan having formed in my mind.

Janson thought he had us beat. He thought he could crush us like bugs beneath his boot, but I figured I could serve him one more surprise.

Circling around the town, I raced uphill to get up on the cliffs—the same way Janson must have done with his Tuskers.

Climbing higher and higher, I soon saw the top of the ridgeline that surrounded the town, protecting it. The cliffs loomed ahead, their jagged peaks jutting into the sky.


Chapter 34

The walker’s powerful legs carried me across the rugged terrain, its clawed feet finding purchase on the loose dirt. I scanned the cliffs ahead, searching for any sign of Janson. The bastard couldn’t have gotten far.

There, a flicker of movement, a flash of black among the rocks. I yanked on the reins, steering the walker towards it. My thunderbolt was in my hands, ready to finish what I’d started.

Janson came into view, scrambling up a narrow path cut into the cliff face. He was fast, I’d give him that—just not fast enough.

I urged the walker forward, closing the distance between us. Janson glanced back over his shoulder, his eyes widening as he saw me bearing down on him. He redoubled his efforts, practically throwing himself up the path.

He’d come up here with Tuskers, but he’d arrogantly sent them jumping down into Cinder Hollow. Now, he was alone.

I could see the Techborn human army in the distance, a sea of black and silver glinting in the sun. Janson was heading right for them, the coward. He thought he could slip away and hide behind his main body of troops.

Not today.

Bringing the walker to a halt, I leapt from its back. The thunderbolt was a comforting weight in my hands as I started up the path after Janson.

He was fast, but I was faster. Anger fueled me, driving me forward. I wanted to end this right now. No more running.

I caught up to him just as he reached an opening in the ridgeline. He spun to face me, his face transformed into a snarl. His hand darted for his holster. He drew a pistol and fired—but I was ducking. I returned the favor with a bolt from my thunderbolt rifle.

The air cracked and his shielding flashed. Another hit—stopped again, but the shield wasn’t impervious. It was flickering and orange. If I could overwhelm it, giving it more than it could deflect—damn, I was wishing these rifles had a higher rate of fire.

Janson slipped behind a boulder himself. He was breathing hard, I could hear it, and I was waiting impatiently for my weapon to cycle up to full power again for another shot.

“You,” he shouted. “You’re that slave from the ship, aren’t you? Callista’s property?”

“I don’t belong to anyone,” I growled. “I’m my own man—same as you.”

“Tanner.” He spat my name like a curse. “That’s the name, isn’t it? A poor name for a slave. I should’ve killed you when I had the chance.”

My thunderbolt’s indicator was finally back into the green. I sighted over the rocks, looking for a shot—but he wasn’t giving me one.

“Funny,” I said, my finger tightening on the trigger. “I’ve been thinking the same thing about you.”

Janson laughed. “You think you can take me, Tanner? You’re nothing. Duster’s are inferior. That’s why we kicked you out of the Arabella decades ago. The past—and the future—belongs to the Techborn.”

“You’re outnumbered and your tech is breaking down,” I told him. “You might be too dumb to predict the future, but I’m not. Soon, you’ll be unable to keep the Dusters down. Right now, you’re wrecking what resources this crappy colony has left. The only thing you’re building is an empire of ashes and bone.”

Janson was quiet for a second. He stepped out into the open then. That surprised me. His shield—it was back up to full. It looked glassy and complete. Damn.

He stalked forward with confidence. I knew his game. He could take one shot from my thunderbolt—after that, I couldn’t touch him until it charged up again. In the meantime, he could wade in close with his pistol and nail me. He had a confident smile back on his face. He thought he had me.

I prepared myself to fire, then charge—but I stopped myself.

There were silver helmets coming upslope—lots of them. Kade’s men were marching up to back him up—a full company of them. Had he summoned them? Maybe with a radio signal?

Dammit. I’d fooled around for too long.

It was my turn to take a chance. I emerged and stepped forward, my rifle lowered. “I’ll make you a deal, Janson,” I roared. “You and me. Single combat. Knives only—and you can keep your shielding up.”

Janson’s eyes registered surprise. He glanced over his shoulder as his troops advanced. He hesitated. They were all watching and listening closely.

“You’ve got every advantage,” I said. “Your shield and an army at your back. But… you might be too chicken even then. Sad, to think the Techborn have a coward for a leader. Embarrassing, even—”

“Shut up, slave! I could have you chopped into pieces now. You’re in my power!”

I dropped my rifle and spread my hands wide. “That’s right. But I’m calling you out. Will you take the challenge?”

This was something I’d listened to when I’d been briefed by Dr. Renn. He’d explained Haven-7 still had an honor system of sorts. They were into things like arena combat and duels. That’s why Callista had wanted me to fight in single combat against various opponents in the UnderDeck—to prove my worth to her.

Janson was the Techborn overlord, but he had his difficulties. Every leader did. It was one thing to have authority on paper, and another to have the respect of your followers. Haven-7 was a rough place. Callista had told me Janson had usurped the leadership role. That meant someone else might do the same if he was proven to be a coward in front of so many troops.

There were ten at first, but as we talked, a circle was forming. There had to be fifty of them by now—maybe more. No one said a word, but they were listening and listening closely.

Janson had no choice but to turn and face me.

“All right, Tanner,” he growled. “You have requested an honorable death. You don’t deserve that—no Duster does. But I will grant it to you. I will show you generosity beyond your worth by killing you with my own hand.”

He drew a wicked-looking knife from his belt. I hefted my buzzblade in turn. The weight of my weapon was familiar in my hand—Earth steel, forged in the heart of a dying world. Nothing on Haven-7 could match it.

The Techborn troops, who had been silent and watchful before, began to hoot and bet. They were thrilled. I’m sure they all believed they were about to watch their leader prove himself by slaughtering me—and they might be right about that.

Stepping to an open area, we squared off. We circled each other, two predators sizing up their prey. Janson lunged first, his knife flashing in the harsh sunlight. I caught his blade with mine, hoping to destroy it with my vibrating, superior edge. The blades sparked as they clashed.

His weapon didn’t break—disappointing. Worse, Janson was fast. Faster than I’d expected.

After we dodged and thrust, engaging then stepping apart, I took his measure. He was fast—but I was faster.

Pretending to slip, my left boot slid in dust—he immediately lunged. I caught his blade with mine and gripped his wrist with my off-hand, pulling him off balance.

My buzzblade hummed as it sliced through the air. Janson’s shield took the hit, the tip of the blade scoring a white line on the shielding.

A few of his men laughed when he stumbled. He slashed viciously, but I ducked under it.

Now, we were in close. I took a swing with my fist, catching him in the ear. A splatter of red leaked from his split skin.

We pushed apart and circled again. I hooted and laughed, waving my knuckles and pointing at Janson’s ear.

“First blood to me!” I said, grinning.

Janson snarled, his face contorting with rage. “You killed my son,” he spat. “Kade was the only good thing I ever made, and you took him from me.”

I shrugged. “Kade made his choices. He chose poorly.”

“There are no choices!” Janson roared. “Only existence. There are the strong and the weak. The Techborn are the strong. We are the future! But you, Tanner…? I think I know what you are. A spy, sent from Earth.”

That surprised me. He’d figured it out. My face must have given away my shift of mood. Kade roared and flecks of spit flew from the corners of his mouth.

“Ah-ha! I’m right! That blade—those unnatural muscles and foreign fighting techniques. You’re not even from our world. You don’t belong here. I will send you to hell, where all Earthers should feel at home.”

That line set up an angry buzz among the Techborn watching us. On most colony worlds, especially independent-minded ones like Haven-7, Earth’s interference wasn’t appreciated. I could understand that attitude. After all, what could Earth do to help? Nothing but send a single man at a time. It was too expensive to trade with the colonies, or even to send out vital supplies from the home world.

No, to these people, Earth was just their distant origin point. A nearly mythical planet they could never visit. A place their grandparents had come from, but which meant nothing to them now.

Janson came at me again, his knife a blur of silver. I met him head-on, my buzzblade singing as it clashed against his blade. We traded blows, the sound of metal on metal and metal on shielding ringing out across the cliffs.

Janson was good—better than I’d given him credit for. He was angry though, and that made him sloppy. I pressed my advantage, driving him back with a flurry of strikes.

He stumbled, his foot slipping on a loose rock. I saw my opening and lunged, the buzzblade aimed at his throat. The shield caught it—but the message was clear. If this had been a fair fight, I’d have just won.

Janson got back up, sputtering in a rage. I was humiliating him—not by killing him, mind you. My blade couldn’t penetrate his shielding, but that truth had become a growing embarrassment. I was treating him like a child, the way a father trains his son by putting him in armor and giving him a dull sword to fool with.

We broke apart, both of us breathing hard. Janson’s eyes were wild, his face splattered with blood and sweat. I could feel the adrenaline surging through my veins, the thrill of the fight singing in my blood.

“You’re not bad for a soft old man,” I told him off-handedly. “But you’d have no chance without cheating.”

“You laid out the terms for this challenge,” Janson said. “Now, you whine about them. Do you surrender and give your life? If you do, we will make this a clean, honorable thing. You may kneel before me and, after admitting Techborn superiority, take your own life with your blade.”

I snorted at him. Blood dribbled from my check—he’d nicked me somewhere along the line. I didn’t even know exactly where…

“My offer should not be refused lightly,” Janson warned me. “I’m in a generous mood right now, but if you persist, I shall perform the full torment of Nine Deaths.”

A few of the Techborn gasped at that. Apparently, the Nine Deaths was an unpleasant process, even to these goons.

Naturally, I wasn’t even listening to his big talk. I was judging my timing. There was more than one element at play, here. There was Janson, sure—and the duel. We were both tired, and there was a chance he could get lucky and nail me one of these times.

But there was another element I was playing upon: the crowd. These men were watching closely. If I won this duel in the wrong way, I figured they’d fall upon me and tear me apart. I had to do it in a way that would allow me to walk out of this alive.

“I issued a challenge,” I said. “Are you going back on your acceptance?”

Janson showed me his teeth. His gambit to get me to surrender and give him a clear win, with me on my knees accepting my death meekly—that was out the window. I think he knew that now.

“Very well. We shall finish this game.”

He came at me then—and it became clear I wasn’t the only one who’d been holding back. He was fast, and he was mean. I had to use every ounce of my superior skill and strength to avoid death.

It was time for me to change things up. When I got the chance—I went into a clinch.

Each of us grasped the wrist of the other man’s weapon hand. We strove together, grunting and sweating.

I was larger and stronger. If I could hook an ankle and flip him on his back—

“This isn’t a wrestling contest!” Janson shouted. “You have forfeited the duel—and your life!”

The Techborn around us surged forward uncertainly. They didn’t seem to like the idea of me punching their leader and strangling him into unconsciousness.


Chapter 35

In order to penetrate his personal shielding, I had grappled with Janson—and he wasn’t happy about it.

“Foul cheat!” he howled.

My hands got closer and closer to his throat. If I could choke him out before he could stick me….

The Techborn troops surged a step forward again—would they intervene?

I decided to switch tactics. My hand moved low, instead. I switched off his personal shield. It flickered out, and he cursed my mother in a foul way.

Janson could have called his mob in to pull us apart—but he didn’t. I’ll give him that much.

As I’d let go of his knife-hand, he had free play with it. This situation only lasted for a fraction of a second before I sprang away—but it was enough. He drew a red line across my ribs. The cut was deep, and it would have been fatal if it hadn’t been for the human ribcage. Even then, it felt like he’d cut a series of gouges into those bones that I wouldn’t soon forget about.

“Come on, fight me!” I shouted. “Or are you going to piss yourself without your precious shielding?”

Janson’s eyes flicked to the sides. He was measuring his troops. He couldn’t just order me struck dead and keep his honor in their eyes, as much as he might like to.

Then, he eyed my wounds. I had a few of them by now, and he nodded, almost to himself.

I knew what his calculus was—what it had to be. I would bleed out soon and weaken, if he could only fend me off for long enough.

We began to circle and slash again, back and forth. When I lunged in, he danced back. He was playing for time, a wise strategy.

The Techborn backed off, giving us room. They clapped, they chanted, and they cheered.

“Not bad, for a peasant,” Janson panted. “But you’re still going to die here, Tanner—you and all your little Duster friends.”

I spat at his feet. “We’ll see about that.”

We crashed together again, blades flashing in the sun.

The fight was brutal, a dance of death on the edge of the cliff. Janson was good, I’ll give him that—but I was better. I had to be—for Hammer, for Megan, for all the Dusters who’d suffered under Techborn bootheels.

We traded blows, our blades sparking as they clashed. My blade hit harder, with more arm-power behind it. His guard was pushed aside, and I cut him a good one in the thigh.

Blood gushed, and I grinned at him.

Maybe I shouldn’t have looked so confident, so dangerous, because that’s when Janson chickened-out. He flipped on his shielding again. The shield shimmered around him, a sparkling barrier of energy that turned aside my strikes.

There was some grumbling from the Techborn. I guess Janson wasn’t going to get out of this with a pristine heroic rep—but if I was dead, and he hadn’t been branded a total coward, he must have figured that was good enough.

I kept pressing, kept pushing, looking for a weakness.

There. A flicker, a momentary gap in the shield’s coverage. These things weren’t perfect. They fuzzed and jumped now and then, like a signal with static in it.

Lunging, I felt the buzzblade humming in my hand. Janson tried to twist away, but he was too slow. The blade nicked him in the side, slicing through his armor like it was paper.

Janson staggered back, his eyes wide with shock. He looked down at the wound, at the blood welling up between his fingers. He counterattacked, but I fended him off.  Even as he did so, the shield…

Techborn technology was good—for Haven-7. The trouble with all of it was it was old. Seriously old—it had all been made long ago, at least a century ago. And, as anyone who’s familiar with gadgets and gizmos, they eventually wear out.

Janson’s shield belt chose this moment to fuzz out. It flickered like a dying flame, then went out—for good.

“Impossible,” he gasped. “What did you do…?”

I grinned, a feral thing. “Maybe some of that blood running down your side shorted it. Looks like your luck’s run out, Janson.”

That was it, I was no longer on the defense. I pressed my advantage, hammering at his upraised knife with blow after blow. Janson fought back desperately, but he was as wounded as I was now, slowed by pain and blood loss.

My vision blurred now and then. My breath was ragged. I was tired—even more tired than I should be.

I began to consider desperate plays. I could grab one of the Techborn crowd and draw his pistol, gunning down Janson and maybe a few others before I was shot down in turn. That would have been a fun way to go out—but I wasn’t quite ready to die. Not yet.

Another option was to throw my blade. I was good at that, and with a little luck, I might catch Janson by surprise—but if I didn’t kill him, he’d immediately come in grinning to butcher me. Again, that option didn’t appeal.

In the end, I took a very direct approach. I simply marched right toward him. He jabbed and retreated. He didn’t have a shield now, so he was hoping I’d bleed out first. Soon, his back was against the line of Techborn. Rather than breaking their circle, he in turn began to walk backward in a staggering circle.

He didn’t want to let me get in too close. He didn’t want to grapple. He wanted me to die on my feet, to collapse in the dust. From the way I felt, he might just get his wish, I knew.

But I wasn’t going to let him watch me die safely. I kept advancing, pushing him back with slashes and thrusts. That forced him to retreat—which he did—until it became comical.

After perhaps two full circuits of the ring, he stumbled a little and had to dance and hop away from my endless attacks. That’s when everything changed.

One of the Techborn—I’ll never know who it was, but I’ll forever live in gratitude—released a twitter of laughter.

It was a small sound—high-pitched and unmistakable—but it was mocking laughter. There was no denying that.

Cuts and bruises? Janson could take those. He was a tough man. But being laughed at? No. That was something no tyrant could tolerate. That’s why in history, they always butchered the comedians first.

Janson growled and stopped retreating. He came at me, aggressively counterattacking. The crowd cheered him on—and the cheers quickly transformed into a roar.

They all seemed to know what was coming next—the slaughter of this over-muscled mouthy upstart. They were hungry to see it, every last one of them.

I was retreating now, looking for the opening I knew Janson would eventually give me. My skill was greater than his. It was only a matter of time. When the moment came, I simply reversed myself, lunging in and thrusting deep.

It was an uppercut to the belly. The buzzblade slid between the plates of his armor, and Janson’s eyes went wide.

My blade sunk deep, driving up through the stomach and into the heart—which was instantly stilled. He staggered back, his knife falling from nerveless fingers.

Janson slumped to his knees, then flopped onto blood-darkened sand and stones. His eyes glazed over in shock. The dust between each rock transformed into mud as his blood—and mine—pooled around him.

I stood tall on the blood-slicked earth. I lifted my blade overhead and shook it, grinning.

“A great man has passed,” I lied.

The buzzblade hummed in my hands, as if hungry for more. I switched it off. I was spent. Every muscle ached, every bone felt like it had been cracked in two.

The sound of boots on gravel made me look up. The Techborn soldiers were coming, their faces hard and angry beneath their helmets. I tried to push them away, but it was useless.

Hands grabbed me, hauled me away from Janson’s corpse. A fist slammed into my gut, doubling me over. Another caught me across the jaw, snapping my head back. I tasted blood.

They beat on me like a drum, their armored fists rising and falling. I felt ribs crack, felt my flesh split and tear. The world spun, going gray at the edges.

This was it. This was how it ended. Not with a bang, but with a whimper. Dane Tanner, the great hero of the Duster rebellion, beaten to death by a bunch of faceless goons.

I waited for the killing blow, for the darkness to take me, but it never came.

Through the haze of pain, I heard a new voice, sharp and commanding.

“Enough!”

The blows stopped. I forced my head up, blinking blood from my eyes. A figure stood before me, tall and regal in black armor. I recognized her instantly.

Callista.

The soldiers stepped back, lowering their fists. Callista strode forward, her eyes fixed on me. “Dane Tanner?” she said. “You have caused me a great deal of trouble.”

I spat blood at her feet. “Glad to be of service.”

She backhanded me, her armored gauntlet splitting my swollen lips. “You killed Janson,” she said loudly, so all the assembled men could hear. “The overlord of the Techborn. My commander.”

I grinned, feeling the blood on my teeth. “Guess that makes you the new boss now, huh?”

Callista’s eyes narrowed. “Indeed, it does.”

“You’re welcome,” I said.

She turned to the soldiers. “Take him. Bind his wounds. I want him alive.”

They hauled me away, dragging me through the dirt. I didn’t struggle. What was the point? Janson was dead, but the Techborn lived on. Cut off one head, two more would take its place.

Back at their encampment, they threw me into a cage. I caught a final glimpse of Callista. She stood tall and proud, the Techborn army assembled before her. She had become their new overlord.

My last thought before the darkness took me was a bitter one. She was still hot. I couldn’t deny it.

Awakening later, I realized I was still in a holding cell. It was on the back of a wagon now—a slaver’s rig. I’d been captured this way by the Techborn a long time ago. My memories of these slaver-carts weren’t fond ones—but at least, I was alive.

My head pounded as if Tuskers were using it for a drum. Someone had sprayed some fresh skin cells over me, stopping the bleeding, but everything hurt—a broken rib, face mashed and swollen.

I was alive, though. Callista had seen to that.

Later on, the cage door rasped open. There she was, resplendent in her black armor. Overlord Callista now, I supposed. She looked down at me, her eyes unreadable.

“Too many lives have been lost in this struggle,” she said. “On both sides. The Dusters, the Techborn… It’s time for peace.”

I snorted, a harsh sound that made my ribs ache. Peace? After everything that had happened? But I kept my mouth shut. Callista was calling the shots now.

“Do you agree?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

Tasting blood on my tongue, I nodded. “Yeah,” I said. “Your colony has suffered enough.”

She eyed me. “So, it’s true… what Malcus says his tests prove? You are from Earth?”

Shrugging, I gave her no direct answer.

Callista had me hauled out of my cage. I was able to mount a walker. With her at my side, we rode out onto the battlefield. I knew dozens of thunderbolts were aimed at us. I hoped they could control themselves, as Callista was carrying a white flag.

Together, we approached the wrecked gates of Cinder Hollow. Half the town appeared to have been burned and destroyed. Dead men and Tuskers lay here and there—but the defenders were still manning their fort, still holding out. They were tough bastards.

My pain was a dull throb as Callista and I dismounted. We walked toward the walls of the town. I kept my spine as straight as I could. I didn’t want to show weakness—not in front of her, or the Dusters.

The men on the walls were restless, their weapons trained on us. I could feel their anger, their hatred. I couldn’t blame them. The Techborn had taken everything from them—their homes, their families, their hope.

Helga stepped out to meet us, her face unforgiving. She held up a hand, stopping the Dusters from firing… for now.

Callista spoke first. She demanded slaves, tribute, the usual Techborn bullshit. I was tense as I waited for Helga’s response.

“There will be no such concessions,” Helga said.

I felt a surge of pride. That was the Helga I knew. The one who’d fought beside me, bled beside me.

Callista’s eyes flashed with anger. “I’ve brought you this prisoner. I return him as an offering for peace. In return, you will give me nothing?”

“We’ll return any prisoners we have as well, but we’ll not be played for fools!”

For a moment, I thought Callista might withdraw and then order her troops to attack. She was a new overlord, and she was looking for a win.

But then she paused, looking out over the battlefield, at the bodies strewn across the sand, Techborn and Duster alike.

Something changed in her then. Maybe it was seeing all the dead up-close and personal. I could see it in the set of her shoulders, the look in her eyes. She turned back to Helga, her eyes softening.

“All right. I propose a truce—a return to the way things were before. The Techborn will stay in our city. The Dusters will possess the rest of Haven-7.”

“And there will be trade between us? Instead of demands and bloodshed?”

Callista swallowed hard. This had to be a bitter pill for her, but it was clear that the Dusters weren’t going to give in on this. The fight over Cinder Hollow had cost so much, and it hadn’t yet surrendered. It was easy to imagine how devastated the whole colony would be if the war continued to every town on the planet.

I watched, disbelieving, as Helga considered the offer. This was it—the moment of truth. The future of Haven-7 hung in the balance.

Slowly, Helga nodded. She agreed to the terms. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

It was over… the war, the fighting, all of it. Haven-7 would have peace—real peace, not just a temporary ceasefire.

I looked at Callista, at the woman I’d both hated and lusted for. I saw something different in her now. Maybe there was hope for these crazy colonists after all.

My eyes then turned back to the walls of Cinder Hollow, to the Dusters who’d become my family. They had a lot of work ahead of them, rebuilding, healing.

For now, in this moment, I allowed myself to feel something I hadn’t felt in a long time.

Hope.


Chapter 36

Oddly, once peace was declared, Callista didn’t immediately turn around and take off. Instead, she asked Helga to allow her to tour the town at my side, as if she figured she was an honored guest.

Helga was shocked, but she went along with it. Anything else might endanger this new peace. A treaty had just been agreed upon, sure, but to me, this was outright insane behavior. I supposed I had to chalk it up to her general weirdness. The woman had her own ideas concerning acceptable conduct.

Together, the two of us walked through the gates of Cinder Hollow. Callista seemed oblivious, but I was very much aware of countless hostile stares from the Dusters. They kept their distance, but their hatred for the Techborn baroness was clear. Sneers and muttered curses followed us as we made our way into the heart of the settlement.

Despite the declaration of peace, I could sense the barely restrained anger and resentment simmering beneath the surface. The Dusters had suffered greatly at the hands of the Techborn, and those wounds would not heal easily. If someone attacked her, I hoped I wouldn’t have to intervene to save her arrogant butt.

In addition to all the hate, there was another strong emotional vibe going. Maybe that was the true reason Callista was pulling this stunt—people were staring.

Duster girls were down-to-earth and sometimes very pretty. But Callista was… different. Walking through Cinder Hollow, male eyes were drawn to her. Her dark beauty was a magnet, drawing the gaze of every man we passed. The women were affected, too. They were sneering rather than gaping, but the impact was still a powerful one.

The sneers and the leers mounted up, and I began to feel a twinge of something that didn’t quite have a name. Jealousy? Protectiveness? I shook my head.

“I find this cluster of huts disappointing,” she told me.

“How so?”

“I was expecting more. It’s unbelievable Janson spent even a single Techborn life trying to conquer this embarrassing collection of sticks and rocks. Just look at the Tuskers that died! It will take us three seasons of breeding to replace them all.”

“They mature that fast, do they?”

She glanced at me. “Yes. One of our plans was to replace our armies with those stinking abominations. Unfortunately, that goal has never been achieved.”

When we reached the central square, I saw Helga had mounted up and brought her forces—such as they were—together. She was standing guard, flanked by a group of armed Dusters. Her expression seemed rather worried.

When I saw her ordering away other scowling men who approached with thunderbolts and shredders, I understood the situation. Maybe she feared someone would take a shot at Callista, the same as I did. Helga had fought hard for this peace, and she would do whatever it took to make it last.

Callista pulled me aside in the town square. Her eyes glinted with intensity. “Dane, I have an offer for you,” she said. She was quiet and seductive. “Come back to the Arabella with me. Be my consort, my lover.”

I was caught off guard by the unexpected proposal. A big part of me was tempted—drawn to her magnetic presence and the promise of power—but another part hesitated. Could I ever trust her intentions?

“Uh… Callista...?” I began, searching for the right words. I felt the stares of the Dusters boring into my back, reminding me of the delicate balance we were trying to strike. My decision could have far-reaching consequences for the fragile peace we were building.

Before I could respond, a commotion erupted in the square, drawing our attention back to the crowds. I turned to see Megan approaching. Her eyes were narrowed as she took in the scene before her. She looked from me to Callista—and understanding dawned on her face, as she boldly came to a stop right in front of us.

“Dane, are you crazy?” Megan asked, with emotion. “Would you really choose this Techborn witch-queen over me?”

Callista’s eyes flashed with indignation. “Who is this camp-follower?”

The two women glared at each other. Like two cats in an alley. They were about to throw down and go for it. It would be a sorry ending indeed if two girls fighting over my bed brought the peace deal crashing down.

“Ladies!” I said, “Ladies!”

Both women turned to me, and they looked pissed. They wanted an answer: who was I interested in?

I hesitated, considering my options. On one hand was Callista. She was a wildcat in the sack, and she offered power and influence. A chance to shape the future of both the Techborn and the Dusters. Most important of all, she had some nice curves.

On the other hand, Megan’s honesty and sweetness were refreshing. She represented the rebels as a whole and the bond I’d forged with them. Their loyalty and camaraderie had sucked me into risking my life for this place. Without them, I’d have probably abandoned Haven-7 after finding Silas.

Looking from one woman to the other, I felt torn between these two paths. Megan’s eyes bore into mine, searching for some sign of where my loyalties lay. Callista watched me with a cool, calculating gaze, her offer still hanging between us. She seemed to feel absolutely confident I’d choose her.

Clearing my throat, I turned to Callista.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “But I can’t go with you. My place is here, with Megan and the Dusters.”

Callista’s eyes flashed with anger. “You would choose this desert rat over me?” she asked, astounded.

Megan made a bad sound. The kind of noise a cat might make. She crossed her arms over her chest and glared.

“Hey, hey…” I said, shaking my head. “Let’s not stir up the pot. We just settled things. In order to spread this peace, to convince every Duster to adhere to this truce and stick to it, I’ll have to work with them. Hell, I might have to go on tour.”

Megan was getting over the ‘desert rat’ insult. A smile played on her face now. Apparently, she’d thought I’d choose the glamorous, rich woman over her, too.

Taking her cue, she stepped up and took my hand in hers. She gave my fingers a little squeeze, and I gently squeezed back.

Callista’s face contorted with rage. She spun on her heel and marched out of Cinder Hollow, her dark cloak billowing behind her.

“Perhaps I should never have agreed to this peace,” she spat over her shoulder. “You’ll regret this decision, Dane Tanner. Mark my words.”

I watched her go, and I felt a touch of regret. Megan reached up her hand and tugged at my chin. I let her turn my head to look down at her.

“You made the right choice,” she said.

“I know,” I lied, and I swept her up in my arms.

Megan totally bought this. She buried her face in my chest, and I could feel the tension draining from her body.

“I’ll prove it tonight,” she whispered into my ear, after standing on tiptoes and leaning into me for a full-contact hug.

We stood there for a long moment, holding each other tight as the sun began to set over the desert.

Callista had mounted up on her walker and wheeled it around. She left Cinder Hollow, heading out into the desert.

Helga came close and stared after Callista, appreciatively. “She has a brass pair of tits on her, I’ll tell you that,” she said. “It was all I could do to keep these boys from blasting her out of her boots.”

“Whoa!” shouted a Duster from the walls about ten minutes later. “They’re packing up! They’re pulling out! We beat their asses!”

“Is she really leaving?” Megan asked, her hand finding mine and squeezing tightly.

I nodded, a smile spreading across my face. “I think so. Look.”

We watched as Callista reached the edge of her forces, the Techborn soldiers standing at attention. She belted out an order, and they began to move, falling into formation behind her. They marched away from Cinder Hollow, heading back towards the distant shape of the Arabella spaceship.

The Dusters on the wall erupted into cheers that rang out across the desert. The single bell in town rang over and over in victory.

People hugged each other and cried like babies. It looked like the war was truly over. The Techborn were going home.


Chapter 37

The warmth of the sun on my face woke me up. Megan was nestled in my arms. For a moment, everything felt perfect. The Dusters had won their freedom, and their future looked bright.

We made our way to the communal kitchen, where the smell of fresh bread and sizzling meat filled the air. Megan and I loaded our plates and found a quiet corner to sit, savoring each bite. People were all over town, working on damage-control and wrapping up wounds—but everyone still had to eat.

We were chewing on the best rations Cinder Hollow had left when I decided I shouldn’t put off the inevitable any longer. I had to tell Megan the truth about where I came from and why I was here.

“Hey girl,” I began, stirring up an egg with only a little grit in it. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

She looked up at me, her eyes searching mine. She was very bright and expectant.

Uh-oh… Looked like she was hoping for some deep declaration. That wasn’t something any XCU man could offer.

“What is it, Dane?”

I took a deep breath. “When you first met me, you knew something was off, right?”

“Yes…”

“Well, that’s because I’m not from Haven-7. I’m from Earth. I work for an organization called XCU, and they sent me here to find a missing agent.”

“XCU?” Megan’s fork clattered to her plate. Her eyes became squinty. “What’s that? …and what do you mean you’re from Earth? No one is from Earth. The last colonist who came here on the Arabella died at least ten years back.”

“Yeah, I’m sure they did, but Earth can send out a man, now and then, to come check up on things.”

I reached out to take her hand, but she pulled away.

“So, you’re some kind of liar? What else have you been lying about? You really did do something with that witch, Callista, didn’t you?”

“Hey… I wanted to tell you sooner, but I wasn’t able to. There was this whole war going on, see? I couldn’t blow my cover and let the Techborn know there was a new operative on Haven-7.”

“Are you going back to Earth?” She asked this with a quaver in her voice.

I winced. This was the hard part. “Yes. I have more missions to perform elsewhere.”

Megan slammed her fork down. “Would have been nice if you’d mentioned this before we slept together.”

“Wouldn’t you have joined me in my bed anyway?”

Her arms were tightly crossed, now. Almost like she was hugging herself. “Probably…” she admitted. “But… I thought… maybe…”

“I have to go back, Megan. It’s my job.”

Suddenly, Megan’s hand shot out, and she slapped me a hard one. It caught me on the ear, rather than the cheek. Maybe she’d wanted to do it that way since it hurt more.

I squinted and smiled at her. “I am sorry, for what it’s worth.”

“You’re a real dick, you know that?”

“Come on. I helped fix your planet, didn’t I? Wouldn’t you give me a five-star performance review?”

“A what?”

“Never mind…”

Megan took a deep breath, visibly trying to calm herself. She studied the dirt between her boots. “I’m glad you came. I don’t know how you knew this colony was in trouble—but I think we did need your skills and your clear vision. You’ve been trying to prevent this war since the start, haven’t you? You were never really on the Duster side.”

“I was on the side of peace.”

“So… you killed the Techborn leader?”

I shrugged. “That seemed like the most efficient way to achieve my goals.”

She smiled and softened. I pulled her into my arms, holding her tight. She resisted for a few seconds, but then let me do it. Soon after that, we were kissing again.

When I let her go, she didn’t even say goodbye. I didn’t, either. Goodbyes could be hard. They were one of the downers of this career path.

I made my way through the dusty streets of Cinder Hollow until I found Silas’ hut. There was some fire damage, but it was still standing. Somehow, it didn’t look much worse than it had the first time I’d come here.

The door was kicked in, but I knocked politely anyway. Someone stirred inside the dim interior.

The old man looked up from where he sat, a knowing smile on his weathered face. “Dane?” he said softly, “I’ve been expecting you.”

I nodded. “It’s time,” I said simply. “Time to go back.”

“It might take a bit. They don’t always answer right away—and only God knows what time it is back on Earth right now.”

My shoulders went up and down in a shrug. “Best to make the call now, then.”

He reached for his skullweb, the intricate device glinting in the low light. He settled it over his head, his eyes closing as he focused his mind. I watched in fascination as the skullweb began to glow.

Skullwebs were like magnifying glasses. They operated by enhancing the natural psionic powers of the individual who was attuned to them. Anyone could use one—but only the most talented could use them to reach out across the interstellar abyss and cause a matching object that was entangled with this one to react in turn.

“Anything?” I asked, trying not to sound concerned.

“The retrieval procedure is based on this communication,” the Preacher explained, even though he should have known this wasn’t my first rodeo. His eyes stayed shut as he concentrated. “The rift must come from Earth. There is no power or technology here on Haven-7 to create one. It would be far too expensive and take far too much power. All I can do is signal them that you’re ready.”

“So… you’re not going to get an answer back? Just a rift opening up? What if it doesn’t come?”

“Then we can try again tomorrow. Or later this evening.”

I groaned. What a low rent place this was. Some planets were more advanced and had sophisticated ways to contact Earth. Not this one. We were at the level of messenger pigeons.

My mouth opened again—but then I snapped it shut. Yapping at him wasn’t going to speed this up, so I waited.

Finally, about a minute later, he opened his eyes. “It’s done.” He took off the skullweb and carefully tucked it away under some floorboards.

“How long?”

“How long do we wait? Twelve hours, I would say. If they don’t answer in that much time, we’ll call again.”

“Twelve…?” I grunted and rubbed my face. This was going to be long and dull.

I thought about going off to see Megan one last time. It would be stupid. I knew that—but I still thought about it.

Soon, I rejected the idea. The rift was likely just to appear whenever someone got around to it on the other end. It wouldn’t be spinning and waiting around for long either. Just keeping it open was expensive—not as costly as transmitting someone through it—but still, costly.

The Preacher started puttering around in his tiny kitchen area. The aroma of brewing tea filled the hut. He moved about slowly, his weathered hands preparing the cups with practiced movements. He handed me a steaming mug, and he fixed me with a knowing gaze.

“Dane,” he said, “you should feel good about your time spent here. You did remarkably well.”

“I got a lot of people killed.”

“They were at each other’s throats. You brought the whole thing to a head, and then killed the bad egg who was driving the whole thing. In the aggregate, I’d wager you saved a thousand lives.”

Shrugging, I sipped my tea.

The Preacher settled into a chair across from me, his eyes glinting in the low light. “Tell me,” he said, “how did you know that killing Overlord Janson would end the war?”

“Honestly, I wasn’t certain,” I admitted, “but I had a hunch. The overlord seemed to be at the center of it all—his cruelty, his thirst for power. I thought that if I could take him out, the tech-born might be more willing to negotiate. But that’s not the only thing.”

“No?”

“No. He was a real asshole, too. When I saw him up there, on the cliffs over town, sending Tuskers to rain onto our heads—I got pissed. That’s when I wanted to kill him—so I did.”

The Preacher nodded. He laughed. “Good instincts,” he said.

We waited, and we waited. There was no response at all from Earth. I began to wonder if the old man had screwed things up somehow—but I didn’t say that.

When afternoon faded into dusk, and we were out of things to say, the old agent got out the skullweb again. He put it on and repeated his little ritual.

Shit… I hoped that thing wasn’t broken. Or, what if he had a stroke, and he couldn’t do his parlor trick anymore? That would suck…

The shadows lengthened as the sun dipped below the horizon, casting a deep shade over the humble hut. The Preacher seemed to love sitting around all day, doing basic chores—just enough to keep himself alive. But that wasn’t the way I did things.

Pacing back and forth, I contemplated things. What if the signal hadn’t gone through? What if the old man had somehow screwed it up? Or—more likely—what if no one back on Earth gave a shit? I couldn’t shake the feeling that my needs were pretty damned low on XCU’s priority list.

I glanced at the Preacher, who sat calmly in his chair. “Do you think they got the message?”

“Probably. Patience, Dane. These things take time.”

My hand came up and ran through my hair for the tenth time this hour. “I know, I know. It’s just... For all we know, it could be midnight back on Earth. Or the weekend. Who knows what’s going on at XCU right now?”

The Preacher chuckled, setting his tea down on the table. “You worry too much, my friend. XCU will come through. They always do.”

I nodded, trying to take comfort in his words. But the restlessness wouldn’t leave me. I needed to do something, to take action. Suddenly, an idea struck me.

“Hey,” I said. “Why don’t you come with me? When the rift comes, step through with me. You’ve got to be over the retirement age.”

His eyes widened in surprise. “Me? Leave Haven-7?”

“Yeah, why not?”

He shook his head. “Haven-7 has become my home. I’ve spent too many years here, seen too much. I can’t just leave it all behind.”

Blinking in surprise, I nodded. What was keeping him here? It wasn’t like he had a family, or anything. I guess he’d gone full native.

“On Earth, I would be a lonely old man in an apartment. I’d be scared to go out into the streets to buy food.”

“You can have it delivered.”

“What? And never see the sky?”

I shrugged. I rarely saw the sun on Earth. But I did like my tiny balcony where I could watch the city go by.

“I get it. You’ve gone to seed here on Haven-7.”

“Precisely. I plan to be the agent representing XCU on this sad little planet until the day I die.”

And so, we waited. The minutes ticked by like hours. The night grew deeper, the stars twinkling in the sky above. But still, no rift appeared. I tried to push away the growing sense of concern, the fear that something had gone wrong. I had to trust in XCU, and in the Preacher’s abilities. They would come through for me. They had to.


Chapter 38

I jolted awake to the sounds of shouting and crashing woodpiles outside Silas’ hut. Listening and blinking bleary eyes, I decided the Dusters were having a loud argument. There wasn’t anything unusual about that.

The Preacher stirred on the far side of the room, his eyes blinking open in confusion. It took us a moment to notice something else of great significance.

There was a shimmering light in the room. It pulsed gently in the center of the hut.

“The rift,” I breathed, scrambling to my feet. “It’s here.”

The Preacher sat up, his eyes widening as he took in the sight. “It must have been there for some time,” he said, sounding rough from sleep. “We were both out cold.”

I nodded, my mind racing with the implications. XCU had come through, just as the Preacher had said they would.

The rift spun silently, its light casting an odd glow over the hut. I got myself lined up to step through—

Suddenly, a loud noise shattered the moment. The Dusters I’d thought were fighting outside had stepped it up to a whole new level.

There was sudden shouting, followed by the unmistakable sound of gunfire. I whirled around, my hand instinctively reaching for my buzzblade.

“What the hell?” I muttered, moving towards the wrecked door.

Before I could take more than a few steps, the flimsy door exploded inward, splinters of wood flying through the air. I ducked, shielding my face with my arm as a massive figure burst into the hut. A big shape darkened the entrance.

My bleary eyes had difficulty taking in the sight before me. It was a Tusker, its hulking form filling the small space, eyes glinting with a feral rage. It let out a deafening roar, its massive fists clenched at its sides.

I reached for my blade, but the Tusker charged forward, its bulk slamming into me with the force of a freight train. I flew backwards, my head cracking against the wall. Pain exploded through my skull as I hit the ground, my vision blurring at the edges.

Through the haze of pain, I could hear the Preacher shouting, his reedy voice barely audible over the chaos. The old man’s eyes were wide with fear as he scrambled backward, his hands raised in a futile gesture of defense. The Tusker turned away from me and stalked him, its movements slow and deliberate. It was a predator reaching for an easy dinner.

And then I saw it. This Tusker wasn’t just any Tusker—it had a single tusk that gleamed in the early morning light.

One-Tusk? Callista had sent One-Tusk in here? What a bitch.

My mind raced, putting the pieces together. Callista must have sent her favorite minion after me. A final act of revenge after I’d rejected her.

She must have gone up onto the cliffs around the town, just as Janson had done, and sent her beast jumping down into Cinder Hollow. What a jealous witch.

I struggled to my feet, my hand reaching for my belt. My fingers closed around the hilt of my buzzblade, the weight of it familiar and comforting in my grip. It was no match for the Tusker’s brute strength, but it was all I had.

Very quickly, my mind weighed my options. The rift was right here, waiting. I could step through and get away cleanly.

But the Preacher would be toast if I did that. The Tusker was sure to kill him. In fact, it looked like it was planning to do that right now.

I could charge it, of course. Go in close, clinch-up, and try to stab it to death—but I didn’t think that would work. I’d tangled with old One-Tusk before. He was cagey, and the way he was moving in so slowly on the old man… yes, I thought he was luring me—pretending to ignore me, pretending to give me a chance to charge him.

Maybe he was the one with the plan. Maybe he was trying to lure me into charging him.

I came to a sudden decision, and I put it into play immediately.

“Hey, orc-face!” I shouted. “Over here!”

One-Tusk turned, its eyes locking onto me with a feral intensity. It took a step forward, its massive fist clenching at its side.

I brandished the buzzblade, the blue light of its energy field casting a glow over the scene. “Come on, you overgrown freak,” I taunted. “Let’s do this. I know you want to. Callista loves me more than she loves your mangy carcass.”

That seemed to do it. I’d touched a nerve. Maybe old One-Tusk was in love with his mistress. Maybe she’d teased him about it.

Whatever the case, One-Tusk roared at me. The sound shook the rattling sticks that made up this shitty hut.

Then he charged at me, his footsteps slapping the packed earth floor.

With a mocking laugh meant to piss off old One-Tusk just that much further, I threw myself into the portal. One-Tusk was right on my heels, his hot, crap-stinking breath puffing on my back.

My body tumbled through the shimmering portal and into the unknown.

For what felt like several long seconds, I tumbled through nothingness. Jumping into a rift was a weird experience. Sometimes it was light, sometimes it was dark. Sometimes it was unimaginably loud.

This time, it was utterly dark and silent. It felt like deep water—deep, cold water.

Then my body slammed against the hard floor of the XCU laboratory. The stinks of Haven-7 had instantly transformed into new, but equally unpleasant scents. Chemical stinks, such as ozone and bleach rammed into my nostrils.

I gasped for breath, and it felt like my lungs were on fire. I coughed out whatever crept into a man during a cold jump through the void. Maybe I’d sucked in a breath while diving through the rift. You weren’t supposed to do that—it might collapse a lung.

“Dane, what in the name of Hades is this?” Dr. Renn’s demanded. His words were an octave higher than usual. He did that when he got excited. “Fully dressed and carrying that damned dagger again? Do you have any idea how expensive such transmissions are, with all that unnecessary clothing and that...that hunk of useless metal?”

I bounded off the floor, doing a hard push-up that left me standing. “Doc, we’ve got a situation—”

Before I could finish my sentence, a deafening roar shook the lab. Dr. Renn’s eyes grew comically wide, as did his lipless mouth.

I spun around as One-Tusk emerged from the rift, his massive form filling the space.

Dr. Renn finally stopped sucking in air and let out a high-pitched squeal. He stumbled backward, his hands scrabbling for purchase on the smooth metal of the lab tables. Something expensive went over with a crash and sparks flew.

“Dane Tanner. What did you bring—?”

“Contact the Station Chief!” I shouted to him. My fist hammered on the intercom emergency button. “Ops center, we have an incursion, Transmission Lab!”

One-Tusk lumbered forward, his single tusk gleaming in the harsh fluorescent light. He swung his massive fist, smashing through a bank of computers with a sickening crunch.

I lifted my buzzblade and flicked it on. One-Tusk seemed to be confused by the change of scenery—he hadn’t zeroed in on me yet. He was taking it out on every object that dared to cross his path. I took the opportunity of his distraction to back away and roll a few more monitors and scanners into his path.

Dr. Renn bolted for the exit, his lab coat flapping behind him as he fled. I could hear his panicked footsteps echoing down the hallway, mingling with the sound of shattering glass and twisting metal as One-Tusk continued his rampage.

My first thought was to get the Tusker back into the rift and sent home—but that would have been expensive—and besides, the rift was fading out. The beast had stomped on some critical power-lines and broken the connection.

Fortunately, it didn’t take long for every emergency light and siren in the facility to light up and go off. The noise almost drowned out the sound of pounding footsteps and shouting voices from the passages outside the lab. I felt a surge of relief as the door burst open, revealing Dom and a robot guard.

“Goddammit, Tanner! What did you bring home with you?” Dom ordered. “Take that thing down!”

The robot guard surged forward, his weapon trained on One-Tusk. I stepped out of the way as a hail of gunfire erupted. The sound was deafening in the enclosed space.

The lab erupted into chaos as One-Tusk rampaged, his massive fists smashing through delicate equipment and sending shards of glass and twisted metal flying through the air.

“You’re hitting lab equipment!” Dom howled. “Go in and throttle it to death!”

Suicidal orders were no problem for a robot. The guard dropped its gun and surged forward. Its mechanical limbs whirred as it tried to grapple with the Tusker.

But One-Tusk was too strong, too fast. With a roar of fury, he grabbed the guard and ripped it in half, tossing the sparking remains aside like a broken toy. He took a swing at me, next, and managed to knock my buzzblade out of my hands. It went flying away and dug a hole in a table with its blurring tip.

“Dane!” Dom shouted over the din of the alarms. “We need to take this thing down, like, yesterday!”

Ducking under One-Tusk’s flailing arms, I let my fists pummel his midsection with all the strength I could muster. The beast roared in anger, his single tusk slashing through the air inches from my face.

We fought like demons, our bodies fueled by desperation. One-Tusk was a formidable opponent, his strength and speed nearly overwhelming.

Finally, with a last, desperate lunge, I managed to get behind One-Tusk and wrap my arms around his thick neck. I squeezed with all my might, my muscles screaming with the effort as I tried to choke the life out of him.

Dom saw his chance and took it, firing a point-blank shot into One-Tusk’s skull. The Tusker convulsed, his body going rigid as the pulse of energy tore through his brain. With a final, shuddering gasp, he collapsed to the floor, his single tusk shattering against the hard concrete.

I staggered back, my chest heaving. Around us, the lab was in ruins. Once-pristine equipment had been reduced to smoking piles of rubble. But we had won. One-Tusk was dead, and XCU was secured.

For now, at least.

I slumped against a wall, my body aching from the brutal fight. Dom stood nearby, his pulse rifle still smoking as he surveyed the destruction.

The sound of hurried footsteps echoed through the ruined lab, and I looked up to see Tina rushing to us. She carried a medical kit in her hands, her knuckles white from the force of her grip.

“Dane! Chief?” she cried, with emotion. “Are you guys all right? What is that thing?”

“Just another day at the office, girl. You got a two-foot long bandaid on you?”

She knelt beside me, her hands already busy unpacking the medical supplies. “This is serious, Dane. You’re hurt. Both of you are.”

Dom waved a dismissive hand, his face split by a cocky grin. “Nah, we’re fine. I could’ve taken that overgrown freak out all by myself. Didn’t even need Tanner’s help.”

Tina and I exchanged a knowing look, our eyes meeting in a moment of shared exasperation. We both knew that Dom was full of it, but there was no point in arguing with him when he was in this mood.

Tina set to work, her hands gentle but firm. She used nanite pastes and a molecular printer to seal our wounds. I gritted my teeth against the sting of the antiseptic, enjoying the feeling of her touch against my skin.

“You’re lucky,” she assured me. “These cuts are deep, but they’ll heal. You’ll have some new scars to add to your collection.”

I chuckled, the sound turning into a hiss of pain as she pressed a bandage against a particularly nasty gash on my arm. “Just what I always wanted—more scars. Turns on the ladies you know.”

Dom glared at us. “Are you two about to bone right here in the office? Is that it? Well, celebrations might be premature. Do you have any idea how much this incident is going to cost you, Tanner?”

“Cost me?”

“Yeah. You brought that stray dog home with you. That’s against regulations. When you go off-script, you eat the—”

The sound of footsteps echoed through the ruined lab, and I looked up to see Dr. Felix Renn stumbling through the debris, his face a mask of horror and disbelief.

“My lab!” he wailed, his hands clutching at his hair. “My beautiful lab! How can you hold expensive research in such contempt, Tanner? Not to mention the effort. It took years of hard work to calibrate and—”

“Why does everyone seem to think this was my fault? We sent the signal about fifteen hours ago. You guys took your sweet time to spin up the rift. By the time you did, we had a visitor right on top of us. I think the blame for this rests squarely on XCU.”

Dom strode over, his face set in a scowl. “Tanner, you brought that thing back here. Don’t even try to say otherwise.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but Dr. Renn cut me off with a sharp gesture. “I don’t want to hear it. This is unprofessional, even for you. We have procedures in place for a reason—procedures that you completely ignored!”

I rubbed a hand over my face—but I soon stopped. Tusker blood was all over it. That, and long, burnt hair. The ruined lab was impressive to look at. I took a moment to admire the shattered equipment and sparking wires. It did look expensive. They were right about that.

But I didn’t much care. Haven-7 was at peace. The Preacher had lived. The rest of it…? Well, that was just the cost of doing business.


Chapter 39

The lab was a wreck. Smoke curled from shattered machines. Sparks spit angrily from severed wires. Dr. Renn darted around like a maniac hummingbird. He kept scooping up bits of broken tech and whining over it.

“Ruined! The primary emitters—all of them—ruined!” he wailed, clutching a twisted chunk of metal to his chest. “Do you have any idea how long it took me to calibrate the quantum field generators? That alone—”

I didn’t know much about each piece of equipment in the lab. Didn’t much care, either. I had bigger problems.

“Uh… so… am I fired?” I asked, looking at Dom.

The Station Chief scowled, his arms crossed over his chest. “You should be. Protocol exists for a reason, Tanner. You can’t just go leading stray animals through rifts whenever you feel like it.”

I bristled. “I didn’t have a choice. One-Tusk was going to kill our agent. I had to act.”

“That thing was going to kill Silas?”

“That’s what I said.”

Dom squinted at me. He didn’t know if he should believe me or not.

“So, you finally found Silas and then you bugged out? What’s his status? He hasn’t reported in for months.”

I thought that over. “I would say his status is semi-retired. He didn’t want to come back to Earth. If he gives you any more reports—”

Dom lifted a plastic computer scroll. “He sent in his report. He makes you out as some kind of planet-saving hero. I’m not buying it. That’s not your style.”

Another man might have gotten mad about that—but I really couldn’t. I didn’t always stick around on a world after my work was done and try to save the place, but this time, I had.

“The Techborn and the Dusters are no longer at war. The agent on the spot is reporting in again. I would say it was a job well done.”

Dom nodded. “I would agree, except for the cost.” He waved around at the destruction. “As to your flight status—I’m going to leave that up to Brandt. I don’t know what he’ll say. But you should go up there and pucker up to start kissing whatever he wants kissed. Pucker hard.”

Brandt was the big boss, the one who pulled all the strings. If he wanted to see me, it could be good news or bad news. Either way, it was a big deal.

I kind of wanted to head home and take a real hot shower. My first in weeks. But XCU didn’t work that way. There was always a debrief. Always.

The door to Brandt’s office wasn’t anything special. I rapped on it until he buzzed me in. The old man sat behind his desk, and he was playing poker today. His face was inscrutable.

“Tanner…” he said, in the tone of a man who was cursing—or maybe spitting. He gestured to a chair. “Sit.”

He had real leather chairs—or at least, if they were fake, they were the good kind of fakes. Either way, they creaked under my ass as I sat on them. After Haven-7, which probably didn’t have an upholstered stick of furniture to be found, it felt pretty good.

Brandt steepled his fingers, and he fixed me with his weird, piercing gaze.

“You cost us a lot of money on your first mission.”

“I’ve worked here before today, sir. It wasn’t my first...”

“We’re not going to talk about your previous stint here. That’s erased, remember?”

“Oh, yeah…”

That was a good thing, from my point of view. If people didn’t talk about my past—that was always for the best.

“What we’re doing here today,” Brandt said, “is figuring out if you want to keep working here.”

My mouth folded up, as I considered. “Well, I guess so.”

“Good. Now, you owe us a lot of money.”

“What?”

“You heard me—the wrecked lab, extra transmission costs. As far as I’m concerned, you’re in the hole, Tanner.”

Shaking my head, I snorted. “I don’t have a lot of money, sir. If you expect—”

He put up a hand and held it there until I stopped talking. “We’re going to figure that out. We’re going to let you work it off.”

I squinted at him, not liking the sound of this. It sounded like shit. It already stank, too.

“Here’s the deal. We have a situation on Acheron.”

“Acheron, huh?”

“Yes. A super-earth, just colonized.”

“Uh… what could go wrong on a super-earth? Aren’t those supposed to be even better than living here?”

“In theory, yes. But Acheron is in trouble. Things aren’t going right out there. You’ll be the first agent to visit the place from XCU—”

“No agent on duty, then? No support man waiting for me?”

“That’s what I said. They’re having trouble, and I need a man to go out there and recon the place.”

“What kind of trouble, exactly?”

I could see the trouble right on his face. “They were supposed to find a super-earth—a lot of big forests and jungles, oceans, teeming with fish.”

“I got that. What did they really find?”

“Nothing… less than nothing.”

I was squinting again. It was my standard look of suspicion. I used it a lot when I worked for XCU. “What the hell does that mean?”

Brandt leaned forward and lowered his voice. “As best as I can understand it… there are no living things. None.”

“Okay, they found nothing. What did you mean by ‘less than nothing?’”

His mouth worked for a moment before he spoke. “They not only found no life—when all our surveys said they should. They also found no building blocks for life.”

“What the—?”

“I’m saying there are no organic molecules on the planet. None. Acheron is as dead as the Moon. More dead than that, maybe. Impossibly dead.”

I shook my head. “I’m no scientist, sir.”

“I get that, but I’m saying this finding is not only unexpected—it’s weird, so an investigator is appropriate. We’ve found organic molecules—the building blocks of life—all over this star system. Most others as well. Comets have them. Mars has them—they’re everywhere.”

“But not on Acheron?”

“That’s right.”

“What the hell do you expect me to do about it?”

“Investigate. That’s all. Just check it out.”

I was squinting again. I decided it was time to dodge—to dodge hard. “That sounds like a real serious problem, sir. But I’ve just come back from a long, dangerous mission. I really could use a break. I’m going to get my bonus check, pay off a few bills, and maybe hit the islands, you know?”

Brandt gave me a false smile. “The islands are nice this time of year.”

I smiled back at him, and I one-upped his bluff with a grin. “So, you see—”

“Forget it, Tanner. That’s not happening. I hate to break it to you, but that payout might be a little further off than you think.”

I frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“The damage your Tusker friend caused to the lab, that’s going to cost a lot to fix. There’s going to have to be an investigation. Until your name is cleared, I’m holding onto your check.”

My stomach tightened up. My smile turned into a snarl. “You’re gonna fuck me on this?”

“Your pay will be withheld until the repairs are complete. Unless, of course, you take the Acheron job. Then… we might be able to come to an arrangement.”

I slammed my fist on his desk. “That’s bullshit. I could go to HR.”

Brandt laughed. “Call it what you want, Tanner—and bitch to whoever you want to. I’m declaring an official investigation, and I’m freezing all accounts associated with your Haven-7 mission.”

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll take the damn job. But I want a week off first. Let me at least regrow some hair and skin.”

Brandt was all smiles. He nodded. “We have a deal. Now, get your ass out of my office. Be back in a week—or I’ll send Dom to find you.”

I stormed out of the office, my blood boiling.

* * *

Home again. My apartment was stale, so I opened a window. A cold breeze blasted in. If you went up enough floors near an ocean, it always seemed to be cold outside.

The place was a mess, just like I’d left it. Clothes strewn everywhere, empty beer bottles littering the floor. Home sweet home.

The house computer blinked at me, a red light flashing.

Overdue bills. Great. Just what I needed. I swiped through the notifications, my eyes widening at the numbers. Rent, utilities, even my damn gym membership. All past due.

But for once, I didn’t care. Before I’d left, Brandt had promised me a big bonus. XCU had paid-up on that score, at least. The money was sitting in my account. I punched in my info, watching with satisfaction as the balances dropped to zero. Everything was paid in full.

That felt good. Damn good. Working sucked—but being broke was even worse.

I stripped off my clothes, leaving a trail to the bathroom. The shower beckoned, and it soon sent hot water sluicing over my sore muscles. I let it wash away the grime and sweat. The stink of Tusker blood, and grit from Haven-7’s deserts—all of it went down the drain.

As I toweled off, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. There were a few new scars, sure. These were thin lines, though. Molecular printers gave you the finest sutures imaginable. They were almost invisible to the naked eye.

My mind wandered to the topic of Acheron. What could be disintegrating complex molecules out there? I told myself it didn’t matter. Whatever I’d find out there, I’d come up with a way around it.

This was the kind of bullshit mental pep-talk I always gave myself before shipping out to hell again. It was my only religious observance.

Popping open a beer, I padded out onto the balcony. The city sprawled out before me. Neon lights and holo-ads, the constant hum of traffic. Drones zipped by, some carrying passengers, others hauling cargo. A never-ending dance of light and motion.

Perching on the rail, I let the cool night air wash over me. It felt kind of good to be home again.

A knock at the door startled me out of my thoughts. I frowned. I wasn’t expecting company. I moved to the door, my hand hovering over the release button—naturally, the external cameras were broken. No one had simple peepholes anymore, so I was left to wonder… Who the hell could it be at this hour?

There was only one way to find out. I steeled myself, ready for the cops, a bill collector—anything. In my line of work, you never knew what might be waiting on the other side of a noisy door.

I pressed the button, and the door opened.

Instead of a gun barrel, I found myself staring at a familiar face. It was Tina Lazar, the nurse who now worked at XCU.

She looked nervous. Her eyes darted around like a scared rabbit.

“Hey… Tina? What are you doing here?” I asked.

She held up a bottle of wine. There was a shy smile on her face. “I heard about your new assignment. Thought you could use a little company.”

I eyed the bottle skeptically. Wine…? I hated the stuff. Too fancy, too pretentious. Give me a cold beer any day.

But Tina looked so hopeful, I couldn’t bring myself to disappoint her.

“Wine, huh? You sure know how to treat a guy.” I forced a grin, stepping aside to let her in.

As she passed me by, I ditched the beer can I had in my hand behind the door.

My apartment was small. There was no avoiding another person when there were two of you inside. She brushed past me, her perfume wafting in the air—floral, with a hint of something spicy. It suited her—soft, but with a kick.

“I like your place,” she said, glancing around at the cluttered apartment. “It’s very...you.”

I laughed. “You mean a mess, right?”

She laughed too. She set the wine on my absurdly small kitchen counter. It was more like a galley, really. The kind of thing you found in an RV or a sailboat.

“I mean it’s authentic,” she said. “Lived in. Not like those sterile XCU dorms.”

I watched her as she rummaged through my cabinets, looking for glasses. I liked what I saw. Her movements were smooth, confident. I found myself staring at the curve of her ass, and the way her hair fell across her shoulders.

She turned and straightened with two mismatched glasses in hand. “These will have to do.”

I nodded, taking the glasses from her. Our fingers brushed, a jolt of heat passing between us. I’d always had a thing for Tina back at the labs. I guess, from the way she was acting, she’d felt it too.

“So…” she said, leaning her butt up against my counter. “Tell me about Haven-7. What was it like?”

Images flashed through my mind—the endless desert, the brutal sun, the constant danger. “It was hell,” I said flatly. “A goddamn wasteland.”

Tina nodded, her eyes wide. “I can’t even imagine…” She looked down again. She hesitated, her fingers twisting. “And the people? What were they like?”

I immediately thought of Silas, and Megan—then Callista and those stinking Tuskers. There was a lot to tell—but I was going to have to do some editing.

“They were survivors,” I said finally. “Tough as nails.”

Tina bit her lip, her eyes searching mine. “And the women? Did you... meet anyone?”

Ah, so that was the deal—what she really wanted to know.

My glass was halfway to my lips. I thought of Megan, of the way she’d looked at me. Of Callista, of the way she’d touched me. I could still feel their hands on my skin, their breath on my neck.

The thing was, all those people were gone, now. I’d never meet them again.

“I didn’t fall in love, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Tina’s face broke into a smile, her eyes shining. “Good,” she said softly. “That’s good. Tell me more. Tell me everything.”

Some things were classified, of course. How far a man could be transmitted... How the rift was generated… stuff like that. But I hardly knew those details. What I did know was enough. Like how much of a mess Haven-7 had been. What assholes the Techborn were…

Tina frowned as I started talking. Before I was half-way done, her mouth was hanging open. “You could have been killed!”

“Yeah,” I laughed. “It’s dangerous work. That’s what I do, Tina. It’s what I’m good at.”

She reached out, her hand resting on my arm. “Just be careful next time, okay? I don’t want to lose you.”

I looked down at that small, delicate hand resting on my rough skin.

“I’ll be fine, girl. I always am.”

She smiled, and I poured her another glass of wine. The dark red liquid sloshed into our mismatched glasses. I wasn’t much for wine, but booze was booze. It got the job done.

We settled onto the couch. The worn, fake leather creaked beneath us. It was nowhere near as good as the furniture in Brandt’s office.

Tina sipped her wine, and she studied her glass.

“Why’d you come here tonight?” I asked her softly.

“I wanted to thank you,” she said, still not meeting my eye. “You helped me get this job. And you—they told me you helped keep it for me.”

I took another slug of her wine. It was too sweet, too fruity. “It’s nothing,” I said.

She shook her head. “It’s not nothing. Phil told me what you did. That you took the job for my sake.”

Phil. That made sense. The kid had a big mouth. Seeing the way things had worked out—I guess I shouldn’t complain about that. “Yeah, well. I needed the money, too.”

Tina finally looked at me. She smiled, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “Still. Thank you.”

We sat there in silence for a moment, the only sound was the distant hum of traffic outside. Tina traced the rim of her glass with her finger, her brow furrowed.

She was waiting for me to make a move—so I took her in my arms and kissed her. She kissed me back. It was nice.

A few minutes later, I made love to Tina. Our bodies moving together in a dance as old as time. It was different with her. Gentle. Tender. Not the frenzied coupling I’d had with others.

When it was over, she curled up against me, her head on my chest. I listened to her breathing slow, felt her body relax into sleep.

I couldn’t get to sleep though. All my talk about Haven-7 had me thinking about worlds I’d been to—and worlds I’d go to next. I slipped out of bed, careful not to wake her. I grabbed the near empty bottle of wine—and put it in the trash. Then I got out a beer from the fridge and padded out onto the balcony.

The city stretched out before me, a glittering jewel in the night. I perched on the railing, my feet dangling over a thousand-foot drop. The height didn’t bother me. It never had.

I took a swig of my beer. My thoughts drifted to Haven-7. To the Techborn.

There was Callista, with her icy beauty and ruthless ambition. And Janson, the tyrant I’d killed in a duel.

Then there were the Dusters. Megan was fierce and proud while Hammer had been loyal to the end. I wondered what they were doing now—those who were still alive. I hoped the peace I’d fought for would last.

Finished with my beer, I set the can on the railing. The city lights twinkled below, like a million stars in the darkness.

Taking a deep breath, I felt the cool night air fill my lungs. Eventually, I climbed back into bed with Tina. She didn’t even wake up.

Tomorrow was another day and another mission. But tonight? Tonight, I could rest.

THE END
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Bonus Chapter 1

I stared at the burger on my plate. It looked good—smelled good, too.

But I couldn’t bring myself to take a bite. Not with Tina sitting across from me, her eyes brimming with tears.

Damn. Her tears were spoiling an otherwise mouth-watering meal. I watched as the “special sauce” dripped over the side of my burger and onto the plate.

Deciding to give diplomacy another shot, I picked up a french fry.

“Fry?” I said, offering her the deep-fried, floppy-looking thing.

She fidgeted with her napkin, tearing it into tiny pieces. “Dane, I... I don’t think I can do this anymore.”

Shoving the french fry into my mouth, I nodded slowly. I’d known this was coming. Tina was a sweet girl, but she wasn’t cut out for playing long term girlfriend with a guy in my line of work. The month-long deployments, the danger, the uncertainty of whether I’d come home alive each time—it was too much for her.

Hell, sometimes I thought it was too much for me. Not the danger, mind you. It was the month-long deployments that really sucked. Years back, I’d been active duty instead of a contracting mercenary—or whatever it said I was in my files these days. Back then, it wasn’t unusual to be in the field that long—but working for XCU was different.

When I was given a mission these days, I ended up on some colony planet. Completely cut off from Earth—from Tina. That felt weird. For everyone.

I reached across the table and took Tina’s hand. “Hey, I get it. My kind of work demands sacrifice. This life... it’s not for everyone.”

Tina sniffled and wiped at her eyes. “I care about you, Dane. I really do. But I can’t spend weeks wondering if you’re going to end up dead in some monster’s gut.”

I grabbed another fry and bit into the crunchy, salty goodness. She was right. It wasn’t fair to her. But this was the life I’d chosen. The only life where I could make a good living.

I’d been a security guard for a while, sure. That had been relatively safe. But the pay was shit, and it was dishwater-dull.

Tina was still carrying on, so I forced a smile for her benefit. “Hey, it’s okay if you want out. I don’t blame you.”

She squeezed my hand. “I know. I’m sorry too. I thought I could handle it, but...”

Her voice trailed off. I let go of her hand and leaned back in my seat. My burger was pretty much gone by now. Hers still sat there, untouched. It was getting cold, but I’d probably still eat it when she finally gave up.

I liked Tina. More than I’d liked any woman in a long time. But I couldn’t give her what she wanted, much less what she needed. She needed what every girl did—the kind of man who came home at night to his wife and kids. That just wasn’t me.

Maybe someday I’d retire and find a woman to settle down with—if I didn’t die first. I guessed now that wasn’t going to be Tina. As much as it stung, I knew I had to let her go.

I signaled for the check. “Let me take you home. It’s the least I can do.”

Tina got upset and even more emotional all of a sudden. She shook off my offer and grabbed her belongings.

Had I done something wrong? Thinking it over, I figured it had to be my tone. I hadn’t sounded like I cared enough. I hadn’t cried or begged her to reconsider.

Whatever. She’d gotten huffy.

“Goodbye, Dane,” she said, and she stormed out of the place.

Squinting after her, I felt a real pang of regret. It was hard to take my eyes off her until she left, making the robotic door ask her if she was okay.

That made me snort. The cheap chat box on the damned door was more courteous than I was.

I took a bite out of Tina’s burger. It seemed to morph in my mind. Changing into some-kind of burger face.

“Nice work, asshole,” it said, the words echoing in my thoughts. “You acted like you didn’t really care.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” I shot back at the burger.

My hunger was gone. I threw some bills on the self-cleaning table, which it dutifully counted and collected. Then I headed after Tina.

Outside, the rain-slicked streets glistened under the neon holograms that flickered on every surface. The “companion” ads were out today. They danced, selling stims and pleasure pods.

Somehow, the ads seemed to know I’d just lost a girlfriend. How had the word gotten out so fast? I bet it was the chat box on the door. The AI had probably ratted me out.

Little animated women in skirts with inhumanly big eyes vied for my attention. Useless crap. Like my pops always said: “Be a man. Pay for a real hooker.”

Tina was already halfway down the block, her head down, shoulders hunched against the rain. I whispered some bad words. She shouldn’t be out here alone at night. Not in my part of town. This was Red Wolves’ territory.

I followed at a distance, keeping to the shadows. The last thing I wanted was for her to think I was stalking her. But I couldn’t let her wander these streets unprotected.

Sure as shit, a group of Wolves loitered under a flickering streetlight. They took immediate notice of Tina.

Some women excluded an aura of confidence and comfort on the streets—but not my Tina. She gave off that lost-lamb vibe.

The gangsters noticed her immediately. I tensed, ready to intervene. They whispered to each other, sizing her up like prey.

Tina hurried past them, oblivious to the danger. I clenched my jaw. She was too trusting. Too naïve. She didn’t understand the realities of my side of town—the bad side.

One of the punks, a wiry dude with a neon green mohawk and a cybernetic arm, peeled off from the group and started tailing her. My hand drifted to the grip of my buzzblade under my coat. If he made a move, I’d stick him before he took two steps.

But he kept his distance, just watching her. For now, anyway.

I knew his type. He was waiting for the right moment to strike. Quickening my pace, I closed the gap between us. I had to get to Tina before Mr. Cyber-Arm did. The thought of her being abused by this lowlife made my blood boil.

In a surprising burst of speed, the punk made his move, grabbing Tina by the arm. She yelped in surprise. Two of his buddies emerged from the shadows, leering at her.

Now, I got it. He’d been waiting until she reached this spot.

I surged forward, my buzzblade already in hand. “Let her go, asshole.”

The punks spun around, sizing me up. The leader sneered. “Mind your own business, old man.”

Old man?

Sure, I’d hit thirty. The punk’s challenge piqued my interest. I sheathed my blade. I wouldn’t need it for these clowns.

“You’re right,” I said casually. “She doesn’t look like she’s worth my time.” I moved to walk past like I didn’t give a shit.

Tina gasped. The punks snickered as I walked by.

In a well-practiced and fluid motion, I turned and lunged at the leader, slamming my fist into his jaw. He stumbled back, spitting blood and a broken tooth. In shock, he landed on his ass—but he wasn’t out.

The lead Wolf had been stunned by the sudden viciousness of the attack. I could see it on his face. Still sprawled on the ground, he wiped at his mouth. Blood streaked his sleeve. He shot an angry look at the other two goons.

“What are you waiting for?” he roared. “Fuckin’ get ‘em!”

His cronies charged me, but they were sloppy. Untrained. I dodged their wild swings and laid them out with a few well-placed blows. Grabbing at their balls, guts and windpipes, they staggered away.

The leader had scrambled to his feet by this time. He made a big mistake, upping the ante. His hand darted into his jacket. I knew he was going for a weapon.

I didn’t give him the chance. I grabbed his non-cybernetic wrist, twisting until I heard the snap of bone. He howled in pain and dropped to his knees. After a swift knee to the chin, I let him go.

“You’re probably going to need another fake arm,” I told him as he limped away.

I glanced at Tina. She stood frozen, her eyes wide with shock. I took her by the elbow and steered her away from the groaning punks.

We walked in silence for a block before she spoke, stuttering over her words. “Th-thank you, Dane. I-I don’t know what I would’ve... if you hadn’t been there.”

I shrugged. “Wrong neighborhood for a woman to walk around solo at night. I wouldn’t have brough you here if I’d known you were going to walk out on me. This part of town… how can you even live here?”

“Rent is cheap. But… it’s an acquired taste.”

She looked back at the punks, still writhing on the ground behind us. “Did you have to be so... brutal?”

My eyes squinched up. She didn’t get it. “I gave them a life lesson. Free of charge. Maybe they’ll think twice next time they try to mug someone.”

Tina shook her head, but she didn’t argue further. I could tell she was shaken. She was a nurse, a healer—not the kind who dealt out the damage.

It was a long walk to her side of town, but I escorted her the rest of the way to her apartment building.

The lobby was empty, the ancient security bot deactivated in the corner. Tina paused at the elevator, her finger hovering over the call button. She bit her lip, searching for the words. “I meant what I said earlier, Dane. I… I can’t do this anymore. I can’t be with someone who lives the way you do. Never knowing if you’re coming back. Always worrying.”

“Oh, yeah. I got that.”

She looked like she was going to start sniveling again.

What the hell? I’d done it wrong again? Was I supposed to be all broken-up about her leaving? I guess it just wasn’t in me to act like that—not even to fake it.

“I thought I could handle it,” she continued, her voice quavering. “I thought I was strong enough. But I’m not. I’m sorry, Dane. I really am. It’s all my fault.”

“It’s cool,” I heard myself say—even though it wasn’t. Not entirely.

The elevator dinged and the doors slid open. Tina stepped inside, then turned to face me. Tears glistened in her eyes.

I wanted to say something. Something that would make her feel better. But the words didn’t come. I was never good at this stuff.

Give me a gun and a target, then I’m your man. But this shit? Whining about who you’re sleeping with? Mopey good-byes? That wasn’t my zone.

I thought back to the burger. Its words mocking me as sauce dripped from the bun onto the plate. Nice work, asshole.

Tina pressed the button for her floor. The elevator was so old, it still had buttons. Go figure.

The doors started to close. I supposed this was it. The end. I’d known this moment was coming, but I was surprised when I felt a pang of real regret. I’d really gotten used to having Tina around.

At the last second, Tina’s hand shot out, stopping the doors. She stepped out of the elevator and crashed into me, her lips finding mine.

I stumbled back, surprised. Her kiss was desperate, urgent. Like she was trying to pour all her feelings into that one moment.

She broke away, breathing hard. Her hand found mine, our fingers intertwining. “Come upstairs with me. Please.” Her face was flushed with arousal.

“Uh…”

I hesitated. What was this? The fastest rebound in all history?

No, that wasn’t it. This was probably because I’d saved her butt out on the streets. That had triggered some instinct in her. That was probably it.

I knew I shouldn’t. This would only make things harder later on. But the look in her eyes, the need, the longing... I couldn’t resist.

With my body, I gently pushed her into the elevator, our hands still clasped. The doors slid shut, cocooning us in our own private world. As the elevator ascended, I pressed her against the wall and kissed her passionately.

* * *

Many hours later I woke with a start, momentarily disoriented.

Tina’s bedroom? The memories of last night came flooding back.

Oh, yeah…

Desperate lovemaking. Like we were both trying to hold onto something we knew was slipping away.

I glanced at the clock. 0600 hours? Time to move my ass.

I eased out of bed, careful not to wake Tina. She looked peaceful. Her face relaxed in a deep sleep. Her exposed body called to me. I felt a twinge of regret. I was leaving her again. Just like always.

Showering quickly, I let the hot water ease the tension in my muscles. I had a job to do. People were counting on me. I couldn’t let my personal life get in the way.

When I emerged from the bathroom, Tina was awake. She sat on the edge of the bed, naked. Her eyes were red and puffy. Had she been crying again? For god’s sake...

“Is it always like that?” she asked, her voice small.

“Um… what?”

“The danger—like last night. I can’t imagine being hunted out there. At random, by strangers…”

She gave a little shudder, which looked good as she was still nude.

It suddenly hit me she was talking about the Red Wolf-pups who’d pawed at her last night. She was still thinking about that? She’d probably been fretting about our two-minute encounter all night long.

“Out there…?” I asked. “You mean like, on other planets?”

“Yes.”

I wanted to lie to her. To tell her it was all routine. But she deserved a tidbit of truth.

“Yeah, it’s pretty much like that. I get into a fight now and then—that’s part of the job.” I shrugged into my jacket. “But I’ve been trained to handle such things. It’s no big deal.”

That was good, I told myself. I sounded off-handed and confident. Being attacked by alien bugs and crazy colonials—that was no big deal.

Anyway, it was the best lie I could come up with first thing in the morning. Naturally, I couldn’t confess the truth. I couldn’t tell her about all the wild bullshit you might run into out on a colony world.

Despite what I thought was a quality performance, Tina didn’t buy it. I could see it in her eyes. Her fear was back. Her gnawing worries.

Being close to some violent action had turned her on. But now, in the cold light of morning, she was overthinking things again. She was beginning to understand the risks of my job.

Last night, she’d seen me take care of some losers like a pro—which I was. But would I always win? As a solo operative on strange planets full of such assholes—or worse? She knew for certain now that every time I left, there was a chance I wouldn’t come back.

“Let’s go to work,” she said.

After we’d showered and eaten something, we left for XCU.

Tina had a car. A two-seater that rode a magnetic cushion over the crumbling streets. Ever since people had switched to mag-lev cars I’d noticed the government had stopped fixing the streets. They didn’t have to anymore—so they let them go to shit.

We rode to XCU in silence. There were a lot of unspoken words floating around. Things like questions and regrets. Maybe some pleas.

But what was the point of all that? We both knew the score.

When we arrived, I turned to her. “Tina, I had a really—”

She shook her head. “Don’t. Just... be careful out there, okay?”

“Always,” I said. It was the best I could promise. In my line of work, careful only got you so far.

I let her get ahead of me as we left the parking lot, so we didn’t walk in at the same moment. Watching her walk away was a treat. Her ass was stellar.

But… her shoulders were slumped in defeat. This breakup was all because I was shipping out today. Being transmitted to some distant colonized rock full of ungrateful complainers. A colony had called for help. I was one of the men whose job it was to answer that call. It was what I did.

Tina would be here when I got back—or she wouldn’t. All that was out of my hands, now. It was time to start thinking about my mission. About surviving. That’s how a man made sure he came back in one piece.

Anything else was just a distraction. In my line of work, distractions got you killed.


Bonus Chapter 2

XCU’s bunker-like entrance was an ugly cube of concrete bricks, electrified razor wire, and detection fields. The entrance featured state-of-the-art security: retinal scans, DNA checks, the whole nine yards. These guys didn’t mess around.

A pair of robotic guardians blocked my path. They were sleek, Kevlar-plated, all sharp angles and glowing red cameras that could see in the dark if they need to.

The one on the left, it was a spindly model with too many arms. It started patting me down without asking. Its metal hands were cold and worse than clinical.

I winced. “At least buy me a drink first,” I grunted as it copped a feel.

One thing was for certain. These buckets of bolts had no respect for personal space.

It found a pistol pretty fast. Then my backup piece. And the holdout strapped to my ankle. Each one was tossed aside with a disapproving beep.

I gritted my teeth. I felt naked without my weapons. Vulnerable. But I knew the drill. No one entered the XCU armed. No one except the big shots upstairs, anyway.

The bot’s hands lingered on my buzzblade, tucked into a sheath at the small of my back. For a second, I thought it might take that, too. But after a long, contemplative whir, it moved on.

Stupid bot had no idea the damage I could do with that thing.

The buzzblade was my ace in the hole. A foot of razor-sharp, vibrating steel. It could slice through bone as easily as butter. I’d had it for years, ever since my first tour in the colonies. The damn thing had saved my skin more times than I could count.

The other bot was a squat, heavily-armored model. It clumsily ran a scanner over me. Checking for illegal implants, probably. Or maybe just seeing what I had for breakfast. You never could tell with these walking tin cans.

Tina had been playing around with her purse this whole time. Why? Because people like her did that. She was probably worried the bots would mess up her personal items, so she’d wanted to arrange them just so…

Whatever the case, she finally stepped up to be searched. She seemed as enthusiastic about the invasive protocols as I was. I watched as her curvy body squirmed and wriggled and grunted. The machines were really working her over and digging in spots she didn’t appreciate. If I didn’t know better, I’d think they were getting off on molesting her.

Finally, the bots stepped aside. The door behind them slid open with a pneumatic hiss.

Tina straightened her jacket, trying to regain some semblance of dignity. Chin held high, she strode forward and joined me in the elevator. We descended into the belly of the beast.

The XCU’s inner sanctum was all gleaming metal and harsh white light. At the door, security goons lounged against the walls, cradling shredders. They barely looked at me. Their eyes lingered on Tina—I couldn’t blame them for that. I’d rather look at her, too.

The place was a hive of activity, as usual. Scientists in lab coats scurried about, barely sparing me a glance, their noses buried in datapads. I was just another cog in the machine to them. Another expendable human asset.

All that was fine by me. I wasn’t here to make friends. I was here to do a job.

I could tell my mind was already shifting from civvie-mode into mission-mode. Anyone who got in my way was toast.

Dominic Serrano, the station chief, perked up as we entered. A smirk played across his stubbled face. “Well, well, well. If it isn’t the prince and princess of oversleeping.”

I didn’t rise to the bait. Tina and I were already on the rocks. The last thing I needed was to entertain Dom’s particular brand of “humor”.

“Oh…? What’s this? Trouble in paradise?” Dom needled, his eyes flicking between us. “You two lovebirds having a pecking contest?”

Tina’s jaw clenched. Without a word, she turned on her heel and stalked off towards the Medical Bay.

Dom’s laughter and his eyes followed her. They crawled all over her until she disappeared. “Looks like you’re not satisfying her needs, Tanner. Maybe you’re losing your touch.”

I bit back a retort. Engaging with Dom was like wrestling with a pig. You both got dirty, but the pig liked it.

“Maybe.” I kept my voice cool and steady. I’d get around to funny-boy eventually. He’d get his when the time was right.

Dominic sneered at me. “Playing it pro today, huh? Okay, Tanner. I’ve got to talk to the nerds. Meet me in my office by 0730.”

“Fine.”

That gave me twenty minutes to track down some coffee. After bugging a few of the girls operating the consoles and drinking my brew, I made my way to Dom’s office for our little pow-wow.

His door was closed. Typical. The man loved dramatics. I gave a perfunctory knock and let myself in.

Dom was lounging behind his desk. His feet were propped up, and there was a tumbler of something amber in his hand. What the fuck was he celebrating about this early in the morning? He looked like a cat who’d just caught a particularly juicy canary. I didn’t trust that look. It usually meant trouble.

“Tanner!” he greeted, not bothering to get up. “Sit your ass down. We need to talk.”

I sat, feeling my buzzblade shift against my skin. It was within easy reach—always.

Dom took a sip of his drink, savoring it, making me wait. Everything was a power play with him. Always.

“Little early for that stuff, chief?” I asked.

Dom ignored my jab and took another sip, a longer draw this time.

“We’ve got a situation on Acheron,” he said finally. “There’s some kind of strange signal coming from the planet. Origin unknown. It’s freaking out the colonists.”

Feeling interested despite myself, I leaned forward and squinted at his desk. He played out a holographic vid of a signal profile. It was all squiggly lines that meant nothing much to me. “What kind of signal?”

“That’s the thing—we don’t know. It’s like nothing any of our nerds have seen before. The bots are clueless, too.” Dom set his glass down, his eyes boring into mine. “The colonists are spooked. They’ve requested aid—that’s where you come in.”

I nodded. I’d already figured out where this was going. “You want me to go check out a strange signal? I’m no scientist.”

Dom’s smile was all teeth. “Nope. But they’ve got plenty of scientists. You’re the backup—in case something goes south. You’re our best man, Tanner. If anyone can sort this out, it’s you.”

I leaned back, considering. Acheron? I’d heard stories about that place. None of them were good. It was a super-earth—at least that’s what it was supposed to be. But when the colonists spent decades flying out there and landing—that wasn’t what they’d found.

Instead, they’d discovered a harsh, unforgiving world. The kind of place that chewed up colonists and spat out their bones.

“When do I leave?” I asked.

Dom’s smile widened. “Immediately. They’re prepping up down in the Transmission Lab even now.”

As if on cue, the lights flickered a bit. They must be testing. The transmission system took more power than the entire city—all at once.

Suddenly, the door to the office slid open with a hiss, cutting me off. Dr. Felix Renn strode in, his lab coat billowing behind him.

He looked like he’d just rolled out of bed. His hair a wild mess, his eyes bloodshot. He’d probably been up all night tinkering with his gadgets.

Dom sat up straighter, his feet hitting the floor with a thud. “Doctor,” he said, his voice tight. “I was just about to call you. We need to finish briefing Tanner on the Acheron situation.”

Dr. Renn waved a dismissive hand. “No need. Plans have changed.”

We both raised an eyebrow. This was news to us.

Dom’s face darkened. He leaned forward, his hands gripping the edge of his desk. “What do you mean, plans have changed? On whose authority?”

Renn met his gaze, unflinching. “The director’s.”

Dom shot to his feet, his chair clattering to the floor behind him. “You went over my head? You sneaky little shit.”

Renn didn’t deny it. He just stood there, a smug smile playing across his lips.

As I watched the exchange, I realized something was up. Something big. I had a feeling I was about to be caught in the middle of it.

The station chief was in Renn’s face now, jabbing a finger into his chest. “You think you can just waltz in here and take over my operation? I don’t think so.”

Renn batted his hand away. “It’s not your operation anymore, Serrano. The director has put me in charge.”

Dom’s nostrils flared. I could practically see the steam coming out of his ears. “No one changes an op on the day of launch. Not when I’m running this show,” he snarled. “I’ll take this up with Brandt myself.”

Renn’s smile only widened. “You do that. In the meantime, I have work to do.”

He turned to me, his eyes glinting with something I couldn’t quite place. Excitement? Anticipation? Madness?

“Sorry to steal your thunder today, Tanner. Now, I must be leaving. I’ve got a planet to save.”

I hesitated, glancing at Dom. His face was a mask of rage. His fists clenched at his sides. But Renn was under the director’s orders. In my business, orders were everything.

Dom stood up. “I’m going to the director. Right now.”

I couldn’t help but grin. This looked good. Both of these guys were the biggest pains in my butt at XCU. I decided to trail after them and enjoy the show.

After they left, bitching at each other in the hallway, I stood up. My chair scraped against the floor. I followed Dom and Renn down the hall. Dom was marching, his shoulders squared, his jaw set. He was pissed, no doubt about it. Renn trailed behind him, a smug little smile on his face. He was enjoying this whole thing, the bastard.

“You can’t just go over my head like this, Renn,” Dom snarled.

“It’s already done.”

The two seemed to be walking faster with each step. I smiled, following along. This was getting good.

“I’m the station chief,” Dom said. “I make the decisions around here. This is launch-day! Tanner’s right here, burning my budget even now!”

“Not anymore,” Renn said, his voice as smooth as silk. “I’m going to take that bonus pay. The director has put me in charge of the operation as well. It’s a done deal.”

I cursed a bit in the hallway behind them. Had I broken up with my girl and gotten up early for nothing? What had I gotten out of XCU so far this morning? I’d been felt-up by a robot and given a cup of shit-coffee, that’s what.

Dom whirled on Renn, his face red. “We’ll see what Brandt has to say.”

I kept following along, curious, hoping for shitstorm. I didn’t much care who was in charge. But I didn’t like this talk about me not getting paid. They could sort out their little power struggle however they liked—as long as my contract held.

Setting contracts aside, I had to admit it was entertaining watching Dom get his panties in a twist.

We reached Brandt’s office. Dom didn’t bother knocking, he just barged right in. Brandt looked up from his desk, his eyebrows raised.

“Dom?” he said calmly. “What can I do for you?”

“You can tell me what the hell is going on,” Dom demanded, jabbing a finger at Renn. “This little weasel says he’s in charge now—that he’s going to Acheron instead of Tanner.”

Brandt leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers. “That’s correct. Dr. Renn will be overseeing the Acheron mission from this point forward.”

Dom’s mouth fell open. He looked like a fish out of water, gasping for air. “You know damn well I’ve been running this show from the start. You can’t just cut me out like this.”

“I can, and I have,” Brandt said, his voice firm. “Dr. Renn’s expertise is needed on this mission. We’re talking about a strange signal which is possibly alien in nature. Your response was to send Tanner?”

He pointed a finger in my direction. The other men glanced my way, scowling, as if they hadn’t even noticed I was tagging along. Come to think of it, they probably hadn’t.

“Dr. Renn’s knowledge of such phenomena is unparalleled. That’s what the rift transportation system is, you know, a powerful transmitter of a very special signal.”

Dom’s eyes narrowed. “What are you expecting to find out there? An alien radio? Something that can transmit their secrets into the right ear? What if it’s a natural anomaly? What if there’s no artifact?”

Renn stepped forward, that smug smile still plastered on his face. “We’re not in a position to discuss our findings concerning such matters. That’s all classified, I’m afraid. Need-to-know basis only.”

Dom looked like he was about to explode. His fists clenched at his sides, his face turning an even deeper shade of red. “This is my mission!”

“Was your mission.”

I leaned against the wall, watching the show. This was better than a nudie sidewalk hologram. I kind of hoped one of them took a swing at the other. I could use a good catfight.

Unfortunately, the look of unbridled joy on my face didn’t go unnoticed.

“Out, Tanner. This doesn’t concern you.”

Without warning, Brandt stepped my way. He ushered me to the door—which slammed in my face.

Just like that, I was cut out. Dom and Renn were in there with Brandt, probably deciding my fate. I was left standing outside like a chump, and I didn’t even get to watch the show. Too bad…
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Glass World

Edge World

Green World

Ice World

City World

Sky World

Jungle World

Crystal World

Throne World

The RED COMPANY Series:

First Strike!

Discovery

Contact

Invasion

Star Runner Trilogy:

Star Runner

Fire Fight

Androids and Aliens

Rebel Fleet Series:

Rebel Fleet

Orion Fleet

Alpha Fleet

Earth Fleet

Star Force Series:

Swarm

Extinction

Rebellion

Conquest

Army of One (Novella)

Battle Station

Empire

Annihilation

Storm Assault

The Dead Sun

Outcast

Exile

Demon Star

Starship Pandora (Audio Drama)

Visit BVLarson.com for more information.
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