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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.

Goddammit. Those damn 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—it figures, I’d grab the dud from the pile.

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. …damn these were good fries… But anyway, this was the life I’d chosen. It was the only life where I could make an acceptable 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 a goner by now. Hers still sat there, untouched. It was getting cold, too—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’d guessed by now that it 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 my sight, making a 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. The meal seemed to morph in my mind, developing 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 my burger companion.

My hunger was gone. I threw some bills on the self-cleaning table, which it dutifully collected and counted. 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 began tracking 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 brought you here if I’d known you were going to walk out on me.”

Tina took my hand into hers. “This part of town, Dane… 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—or worse.”

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 fuck? 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 ass 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. The mounds of her exposed breasts 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 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 promise I could give. 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.


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 and Kevlar-plated—all sharp angles and glowing red cameras that could see in the dark if they needed 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 checking on what I’d 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.

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 spat?”

Tina’s jaw clenched. Without a word, she turned on her heel and stalked off toward the Med-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. Every damn time.

“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 was 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. “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, too.

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 all facets of the operation, and that includes the budget 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 a 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. Too bad.


Chapter 3

Footsteps approached from behind me. I turned, my hand instinctively going to my buzzblade. Seeing a familiar face, I relaxed.

It was Tina, and she looked surprised to see me.

“Dane? What are you doing here? I thought you were leaving for Acheron.”

I leaned against the wall, tying to play it cool. “Change of plans, apparently. Renn’s in charge now, and he wants to take an off-world vacation.”

Tina’s eyes widened. “Renn? But why?”

I shook my head. “Beats me. Something about his expertise being needed.”

Tina stepped closer, lowering her voice. “I heard about the artifact. The one they found on Acheron.”

My ears perked up. “But… they aren’t even sure if there is something like that—”

Tina glanced around, making sure we were alone. “I don’t know the details. But I heard it’s big. Game-changing.”

I frowned. A thought had just occurred to me. I looked at Tina, my eyes narrowing. “Did you have something to do with this? With me getting pulled off the mission?”

Tina looked shocked. Her eyes shifted to the floor between us. “What? No! Of course, not…” she said.

I wasn’t sure I believed her. Tina wasn’t above trying to play mother duck. She’d pulled strings for me before—and I’d done the same for her. But would she really go behind my back like this?

Tina must have seen the doubt in my eyes. She shook her head. “Dane… I don’t have the authority to change anything. Not unless you have a medical problem…”

Hmm… not a direct denial. Maybe she’d suggested something to someone?

Nodding, I gave up. She was probably telling the truth—but I wasn’t a hundred percent on that. In this business, you couldn’t trust anyone—especially the someone you sleep with who might be trying to protect you.

Tina turned and walked away. I stared at Brandt’s closed door. There were muffled voices behind it. I had a bad feeling about this. Something wasn’t right.

But there was nothing I could do. I was out of the loop. All I could do was wait and hope that whatever was going on in there, it wasn’t about to blow up in my face.

The door to Brandt’s office finally swung open. Dom came barreling out, his face twisted in anger.

“This is a mistake, Renn!” he shouted over his shoulder. “You’re not equipped to handle this!”

Renn stepped out behind him, a calm smile on his face. “On the contrary, Dom. This is for the best. Trust me.”

Dom let out a growl of frustration and stormed off down the hall. I watched him go, then turned to Renn.

“What the hell is going on?” I demanded.

Dr. Renn closed the door to Brandt’s office, his smile never wavering. “The plans have been confirmed, Tanner. I’m going to Acheron, not you.”

Renn started walking, heading toward the labs. I fell into step beside him, my mind racing. “Why do you want to go so badly, Doc? You got a death wish or something?”

He laughed. “Hardly. The Acheron mission is a delicate matter,” he said in a condescending tone. “It amounts to an archaeological dig, nothing more. There are no monsters roaming the wastes. No civil war is brewing. Instead, there is a scientific mystery to puzzle out. That’s hardly a suitable mission for a man of your... talents.”

I bristled at the implication. Sure, I was a soldier. A fighter. But that didn’t mean I was stupid. “There are scientists out there already, Doc. XCU is sending someone to have a look around and see if there’s an emergency involved.”

Renn shook his head and chuckled. I was a child in his eyes. “I’m sure you would make an excellent scout—but this requires a bit more... I can make the same evaluations, report back to XCU just as you would, and at the same time lend my analysis of the phenomenon. You understand, don’t you?”

I understood, all right. Renn thought I was nothing more than a dumb grunt. A muscle-head who was only good for shooting things.

We reached the portal room. Massive machines hummed with power. A few technicians scurried about, making last-minute preparations.

I watched as Renn stepped onto the platform, the paper jump suit clinging loosely to his body. His face was lit with excitement. I marveled. He was really going through with this. Cutting me out completely.

“Mind if I watch your transmission?” I asked.

Renn paused, considering. Then he shrugged. “I suppose there’s no harm in it. Just stay out of the way.”

I nodded, stepping back into the area that was shielded from radiation. When one of these rifts swallowed a man, they released a dozen x-rays worth of energy. I watched as the technicians finished their work, and the portal flared to life.

Dr. Renn took a deep breath, then approached the swirling, colorful rift. The doctor stood a footstep from being swept away to Acheron, to whatever secrets lay waiting there.

And me? I was to be left behind, just some muscle-head ditch-tender left back on Earth. No big bonus paycheck. No adventure.

My only consolation was that Station Chief Serrano was more pissed about it than I was.

Renn hesitated on the platform. The portal hummed, the air crackling with energy. Phil, the portal tech, gave him the signal—but Renn didn’t move. He didn’t even twitch.

The seconds stretched out.

I frowned. What the hell was he doing? This wasn’t like Renn. He was always so sure of himself. So confident. But now, he looked... uncertain.

Phil glanced at me, his brow furrowed. I could see the worry in his eyes. Every second Renn delayed cost XCU money. A lot of money. The portal wasn’t cheap to run. He made a gesture in Renn’s direction, obviously suggesting I go up there and give him a push, or something.

I stepped forward. “Uh…”

But before I could get out any intelligible words, Renn finally got over his fright and took the plunge. He took a deep breath and one big step, entering the portal.

He was swallowed up by a big blue and red flash, then he was gone.

“What the hell was that about?” I asked aloud as the equipment wound down from a screeching whine to a dull roar. “Why the hesitation? It’s not like Renn to second-guess himself.” I stared at the empty platform, thinking things over.

Phil let out a stream of curses. He seemed relieved. “That was close,” he said. “The radiation was spiking, and the cost of containment was spiking with it. We would have been forced to shut down if he hadn’t stepped through when he did.”

I was still staring at the portal. Something wasn’t right. I could feel it in my gut. Renn was up to something. But what?

Pointing, I turned to Phil. “Can you believe Renn? Stealing my mission then going off alone?”

Phil shrugged. “He’s the expert, I guess. But yeah, it’s crazy. He’s not exactly in prime physical condition.”

That was an understatement. Renn was pushing sixty, and his idea of exercise was jerking off every night and lifting a coffee mug in the morning. “He’s going to get himself killed out there.”

“Possibly…” he said.

“You never know with these missions,” I said, crossing my arms. “They’re supposed to be routine, but things can go sideways real fast.”

Phil raised an eyebrow. “Like that time on Zeta Prime?”

I grimaced at the memory. It was supposed to be a simple recon job. But the intel had been bad. I’d walked right into an ambush.

“Or that fiasco on Rigel IV,” Phil continued. “Remember that one?”

Wincing, I did. All too well. I’d been sent to negotiate a trade deal. But the locals had other ideas. They’d taken me hostage along with plenty of others, demanding weapons in exchange for lives. It had taken a daring escape and some quick thinking to get out of that one.

“Any more crazy shit you’d like to reminisce on, Phil?”

“Nah. I’m good.”

“Point is,” I continued, “you can never be too careful out there. The whole emergency call thing could just be an excuse. A ruse to sucker in an XCU man. And Renn? He’s not careful. He’s overconfident. Thinks he’s invincible.”

Phil threw up his hands. “Yeah, yeah, man…. But he’s gone. What can we do now—other than wait it out?”

“Did you offer him a weapon?” I asked, giving Phil a sly glance.

Often, Phil went off-script and suggested people—including me—carry a surprisingly deadly item into space with us. He’d helped me sneak my buzzblade with me before.

Phil shook his head. “Tried, but he refused it. He went out there in a paper suit—that’s it. Doc Renn was always a stickler for the rules.”

“Was, huh? Dumbass…”

“Can we do anything about it?” Phil asked.

I gestured at the dying rift. “Not now.”

“We can pray, I guess.”

Thinking things over, I squinted at all the indicators. They showed he’d likely made a safe landing. That was something, at least. “I’ll tell you what. Keep an eye on things here. I’m going to do some digging.”

Phil frowned. “Digging? Into what?”

I shook my head. “I’m not sure yet. But something’s not adding up. Renn’s behavior, this signal from nowhere, the secrecy. It’s all connected somehow.”

Phil cocked his head. A confused look washed over his face. “What signal?” he inquired in a perplexed tone.

Damn. I might have given away too much. These briefings were always need-to-know. “Never mind that. Just some stupid rumor. My point remains. Something isn’t right.”

Phil looked skeptical. “You sure you’re not just feeling left out? I mean, Renn did cut you out of the mission.”

I scowled. “This isn’t about my ego, Phil. This is about the safety of Dr. Renn—and the Acheron Colony.”

Phil held up his hands. “Okay, okay. I get it. Just don’t go stirring up trouble for nothing.”

Shrugging, I turned and walked out of the portal room. Whatever Renn was hiding, I was going to find out.


Chapter 4

All my “finding out” resulted in jack squat. Renn was gone, as was my latest big bonus paycheck.

Some days later, I stood in my cramped kitchen, staring down at a simmering pot of spaghetti. The sauce bubbled and spit, splattering the stovetop with red flecks. Not exactly gourmet, but it was the best I could do on short notice.

Tina sat at the small table, her arms crossed and her eyes downcast. She’d been quiet since she arrived, barely saying a word as I fumbled my way through dinner preparations.

She was supposed to be my ex-girlfriend, but that hadn’t really taken. I supposed she was happy I’d not gone on this mission to Acheron, and she was therefore rethinking that ‘ditching me’ thing.

That was good enough for me. Being a man who wasn’t always curious about the inner workings of the feminine mind, I’d been taking the sugar without questioning where it came from.

I dumped the pasta into a colander, watching the steam rise up in a billowing cloud. The noodles were a bit overcooked, but they’d have to do. I divided them onto two plates, spooning the runny sauce over the top.

Carrying the plates to the table, I set one down in front of Tina. She looked up at me, her expression clouded. “Thanks,” she muttered.

I sat down across from her, picking up my fork. The spaghetti was bland, the sauce watery. I was a little irritated with how it had turned out. Not for me, but for the impact it might have on Tina. I was used to slop like this.

With each bite, I forced myself to chew slowly. I’d learned it was best to bury my caveman impulses with Tina around.

Tina pushed her food around on her plate, not taking a bite. Something was definitely bothering her. But what?

I cleared my throat. “So, how was your day?” I asked, trying to sound casual.

Tina shrugged. “Fine,” she said, her voice flat.

I took another bite of spaghetti. “Anything interesting happen at work?”

She shook her head. “Not really.”

I frowned. This wasn’t like Tina. She was usually talkative. Full of life. But now, she seemed withdrawn. Distant.

I set down my fork. “Hey,” I said softly. “I’m not a fortuneteller.”

She glanced up—first time in ten minutes—but still didn’t say a thing.

“All right. I’ll just ask then. What the hell is wrong with you?”

Her lips squirmed around a little. Was she going to cry again? “Nothing,” she said, her voice catching. “It’s nothing.”

But I knew better. Something was eating at her. And I had a feeling it had something to do with me.

I reached across the table, taking her hand in mine. “You can tell me. I won’t talk.” I said. “What’d you do? Steal something from work again?”

Tina appeared scandalized. I smiled at her. She yanked her hand away. “Stop kidding around.”

“Well then, what are you moping about?”

“Nothing…” She trailed off. “Never mind. It’s not important. Thank you for dinner. It smells… wonderful.”

She was lying about dinner. It was hot garbage.

I picked up my fork again, taking another bite of the tasteless spaghetti. The overcooked noodles were a pleasant surprise. I kind of liked them that way. Overly plump and soft. Or maybe I just liked things that were overly plump and soft.

I chewed, and I waited. Sometimes, asking a girl about her troubles took longer than just sitting around until she blurted it out. Most women couldn’t stand silence.

Damn. This was going to be a long night.

“I’m a little worried about him going out there—instead of you.”

I frowned. “Are we talking about Renn?”

She rolled her eyes at me. “Yes!”

I snorted a laugh. “I didn’t know you two were in love. How’d you do it? Show him a little leg, or something? I figured he was too old to be tricked that way.”

“Nooo! I was worried before about you going, so now—naturally—I’m worried about him. I mean… he has less experience and everything…”

“He sure does… Do you want anyone to go to Acheron?”

“I don’t know. I guess I’m a worrier.”

“So that’s what you’re moping about?” I shook my head. “Come on. Renn’s a grown man. He made his own choices.”

“I just don’t like the idea of him going alone, see,” she said, her voice breaking. “He’s not even taking a team. But he was so excited, so eager to prove himself... and there was no budget for even a second man.”

“Aah, so what? He’s probably fine.”

“No, that’s the thing. He’s not all right. He hasn’t checked in. There’s been no word—nothing.”

“Oh… okay. In that case, Renn screwed up. He’s a dumb shit, that’s all. That’s on him, not you. The flaw in guys like him is that they’re too smart to recognize their own limitations.”

I could see it now... Renn is probably holed up in his lab and poring over the data from Acheron. He probably got more and more obsessed with the idea of being the one to crack its secrets.

Overall, it seemed unfair that she’d been moping over me going—and now that I hadn’t gone, she was still moping.

“He missed his report-in date,” she said, going back to it again. “I think something has happened to him.”

“Is that all?” I scoffed. “Nothing’s happened to him, girl. Renn’s a tough old bird. He knows how to take care of himself.”

Even as I said the words, I knew they were hollow. Renn was brilliant, but he was no soldier. He didn’t have the training or the instincts to survive in a hostile environment. Shit, I doubt he’d ever even gone camping.

And something odd was definitely going on out at Acheron…

“Stop planning the funeral in advance,” I told her.

She looked up at me, her eyes shimmering. “You think he’s dead?”

“I didn’t say that!”

“You were thinking it though…” Her lips grimaced into a sob.

“Tina,” I said firmly, “Renn’s probably fine. He made his choices on his own. Now, he has to live with that.”

She continued to mope, but she soon started eating at least. She made a face. “This is pretty bad.”

“Yeah… I know.”

We dumped our plates and went out. Tina seemed to be in a better mood, finally. Maybe she’d bought all my bullshit. Naturally, I pretended like I wasn’t worried about Renn in the slightest—but I was. He hadn’t check in, after all.

That was never a good sign.


Chapter 5

A week later, I was in the XCU’s underground gym, sparring with a combat training bot. The room was empty except for the two of us, going at it on the padded mats.

I threw a jab-cross combo. The bot blocked and countered with a kick. I sidestepped and launched a spinning back fist. With a snap, the blow connected. The bot’s head rolled back.

As expected, the bot recovered quickly, shooting for a double-leg takedown. I sprawled, stuffing the attempt. We clinched up, jockeying for position. I landed a knee to its midsection. It responded with an elbow to my jaw.

I barely dodged that one—a gust of air blew past my face. This machine was doing a bit better than usual. Had there been a software update?

The strikes were coming faster now, more intense. Sweat poured down my face. My muscles burned. But I pushed through the fatigue. The sparring mat was no place for pansies.

“Let’s go! I can do this all day,” I taunted.

This is what I needed. It felt good to lose myself in the fight. To focus on nothing but the next punch, the next kick, the next throw. Everything else just faded away.

I landed a hard right cross. The bot’s sensors blinked. A sign of simulated damage. First blood to me.

We reset to striking range. Circled each other. Probing for openings. The bot lunged forward with a push-kick. I deflected the move and shot in for my own takedown, caught it around the waist and dumped it to the mat.

Before the bot could react, I mounted it and postured up. Taking advantage of my position, punches rained down on its frame. The bot covered up, then bucked and rolled. We scrambled, fighting for control. It took my back, sinking in its hooks. I defended the choke attempt, then spun into its guard.

We were back on our feet. More strikes were exchanged. High amplitude throws. Submission attempts. Each of us giving as good as we got. It was the ultimate test of skill and will.

This was my world. A world of violence, of combat. I’d spent years honing my craft. Preparing my mind and body for situations just like this.

My fun ended all too soon when the gym door hissed open. I glanced over, expecting to see one of the usual suspects. Maybe Serrano coming to chew me out again—or Tina, for that matter.

But it was neither. Instead, in walked the big man himself. Director Elias Brandt, the guy who signed all our paychecks.

He looked out of place in his tailored suit and polished shoes. Like a politician who’d taken a wrong turn and ended up in the trenches.

I opened my mouth to greet him, but before I could get a word out, the bot made its move. It must have registered Brandt as a new combatant entering the fray.

In a flash, it closed the distance and unleashed a vicious haymaker. The blow caught Brandt square in the face, sending him tumbling to the mat.

I winced. That had to hurt. The bot packed a mean punch, even on the lower settings.

Brandt lay there for a moment, stunned. Then he slowly pushed himself to his feet, his eyes blazing with fury.

The training bot paused to check my distance but then turned to face Brandt again. It dropped its stance—prepping an uppercut for his jaw.

I could wish many things upon the Director, but I didn’t want him to get killed, so I yelled the safe word. “Meat-pounder! Trainer bot 7: stand down.”

The machine dropped its arms to stand idly while its indicators continued to blink in silence. The muffled whining of its gyros wound down from a scream to a gentle hum.

“Tanner!” he roared, jabbing a finger in my direction. “What the hell was that? Is this your idea of a joke?”

I held up my hands in a placating gesture, fighting to keep a straight face. “Just a training accident, sir. The bot’s still learning to differentiate between—”

“Training accident, my ass!” Brandt snarled, wiping a trickle of blood from his split lip. “I know you’ve got it in for me, Tanner. This is payback, isn’t it? For pulling you off the Acheron mission.”

I bit back a smirk. The thought had crossed my mind, but even I wasn’t crazy enough to sic a combat training bot on an XCU director.

“I assure you, sir, this wasn’t intentional,” I said. “They tell me the bot’s programming is still a work in progress. Still ironing out the kinks, I guess.”

Brandt glared at me, rubbing his jaw—his chest heaving with barely contained rage. For a moment, I thought he might take a swing at me himself.

But then he seemed to think better of it. He straightened his tie and smoothed back his thinning hair, composing himself.

“Phil better get it fixed,” he growled. “I won’t stand for any more ‘accidents.’”

I watched as Brandt collected himself, smoothing the folds of his suit jacket and dabbing at his bloody lip with one of those gym towels. I didn’t think I’d wiped my nose with that one, but I may have.

He shot me a look that could’ve melted steel, but I just stared right back like I didn’t care—because I didn’t.

“So, Director,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “What brings you down to the trenches? Don’t tell me you’re here for a little exercise.”

Brandt tossed the towel aside. There were red spots on it. “Spare me the wisecracks, Tanner. We’ve got a situation on our hands.”

I raised an eyebrow. “A situation, huh? Let me guess. Something to do with our boy, Renn?”

Brandt’s eyes narrowed. He glanced around the gym like he was checking for eavesdroppers. Then he finally nodded.

“I’m sure this will make you real happy—Renn has gone dark.”

“What? I didn’t know we were communicating with him.”

Brandt shrugged. “Dr. Renn has some psionic abilities. Enough to light up a skullweb, anyway. He’s been reporting in with brief messages on a daily basis from Acheron.”

I nodded. Skullwebs were nasty little pieces of tech. Gave me the creeps just thinking about them.

“So… let me guess,” I said. “He missed his latest report time?”

Brandt’s jaw clenched. “Exactly. He was supposed to be heading back to XCU today. But we haven’t heard a peep out of him. Or anyone else on Acheron, for that matter.”

I frowned. That didn’t sound good. Acheron was a frontier colony, sure, but they still had regular check-ins with Earth. If the colony had gone silent...

“Let me guess.” I said, uncrossing my arms. “You want me to suit up and go after him?”

Brandt was about to speak when his comm device chirped. He pulled it out and glanced at the screen, his brow furrowing.

“Damn it,” he muttered. “I’m needed in the command center. Tanner, hit the showers and report to my office in thirty minutes. We’ll discuss this further then.”

With that, he turned on his heel and strode out of the gym, leaving me alone with the combat bot. I glanced over at it, half-expecting a glitch to cause it to take another swing at me.

But it just stood there, its sensors blinking innocently. I shook my head and headed for the locker room. It looked like my day was about to get a whole lot more interesting.

Thirty minutes later, I was in Brandt’s office. My hair was still damp from the shower. The old man was pacing behind his desk. He looked up as I entered, and I saw burdened concern all over his face.

“Tanner,” he said, gesturing toward an uncomfortable chair. “Take a seat.”

I dropped into the chair across from him and leaned back casually. Before he sat down, I could see a bit of gauze in his left nostril, but he looked pretty good. I was impressed he could handle a hit like he’d taken.

Brandt inhaled, then rubbed at his temples. “As I mentioned earlier, we’ve lost contact with Dr. Renn. But worse, we’ve lost contact with Acheron entirely.”

“No XCU agent check-in? Not from anyone?”

“Nothing for over forty-eight hours. I’ll brief you on Acheron as I—”

I put up a hand, hoping to stop him. “Sir, I’ve been briefed on Acheron before.”

“Too bad. You’re going to hear the rest of it.”

Flopping back, I steeled myself for boredom.

“Where was I…? Yes, the colony was established on a planet that should have been a super-earth. Perfect climate. Perfect composition.”

Nodding, I hoped to scoot things along by spinning a finger. Brandt wasn’t buying it. He wanted to give me the full show.

“When the colony ship landed, the world appeared to be dead. No signs of life, no unusual readings. But after they set up camp, the colonists intercepted a signal from the surface. A signal that defied all possible natural sources of origin.”

This was getting interesting, but I kept slouching. “So… where did it come from?”

“Somewhere out in the desert near the landing site. They sent a team to investigate,” Brandt continued. “They discovered that a previous civilization had died out on the planet. Dr. Renn got very excited about doing research out there… somehow. It seemed a little out of character to me.”

The fact Dr. Renn had vanished did concern me. Renn was a pain in the ass, but he knew his stuff. He wasn’t a total moron, and he was an asset to XCU. Whatever had happened to him, I hoped it wasn’t fatal.

Brandt went on and on after that. He showed me colony maps and schematics of prefab buildings I’d probably never set foot it. The man liked to be thorough.

When he finally looked up, I caught his eye. It was more than obvious to me where this was headed. “So, when do I leave?” I asked.

Brandt hesitated. “Hold on. There’s a catch.”

I raised an eyebrow. “A catch? What kind of catch?”

The Director leaned forward, his hands clasped on the desk. “The budget, Tanner. Sending Renn out there already put a serious dent in our finances. Transmitting you as well... it’s going to be tight.”

I frowned. All of a sudden, all this delay and yapping was making sense to me. I was supposed to be feeling bad for Renn. I was supposed to be thinking of waiving my fees entirely—sense of duty, no buddy left behind, that kind of crap.

I didn’t like where this was going. “What are you saying, Brandt? You can’t afford to pay me?”

Brandt winced. “Not your usual fee, no. I can offer you half. That’s the best I can do.”

Sitting up straight, my jaw flexed. “Half pay? For a mission like this? Dr. Renn’s probably been eaten by a giant tarantula or something by now. You know that, don’t you?”

Brandt spread his hands. “Half is all I can do. What do you say?”

Pissing and moaning wasn’t my style—but I felt like doing it anyway. What a fucking joke. I was about to laugh him off, but then thought about the colony. Something was wrong out there. Very wrong. And if I didn’t go... who would?

Fuck.

Letting out a slow breath, I nodded. “All right. You’ve conned me into it. Half pay—fine. But you owe me a solid now, Brandt. Big time.”

Brandt was all smiles. “Absolutely I owe you one, my man! Dr. Renn and all his relatives—if he has any—all thank you, Tanner. I knew we could count on you.”

“Don’t thank me until I get Renn back—alive. When do I ship out?”

Brandt stood, extending his hand. “They’re winding up the transmission lab right now. Don’t you hear it?”

As a matter of fact, I could hear it. Had Brandt signaled them quietly from his desk? Nah, he’d probably been so confident he could con me into this that he’d given the order before the briefing had started. Cagey bastard.

“Good luck, Tanner,” he was telling me, his face all lit up and happy. “Be careful out there.”

I shook his frigging hand, then turned and headed for the door. I had a feeling I was going to need a lot more than luck on this mission.

Striding down the hallways of XCU, my mind already on the job ahead. It was one big puzzle I needed to solve—and I hated puzzles with a passion.

A familiar voice pulled me from my thoughts. “Dane?”

It was Tina. Standing there, her eyes wide and worried. I tried to brush past her with a quick kiss. “Sorry, babe. Gotta run.”

She stopped me, her hand on my arm. “Dane. Wait.”

I paused, looking down at her. “What’s up, babe?”

“I know you’re back on the mission roster. That you’re going to Acheron.”

I should’ve known somehow she was on the “need to know” list.

“Yeah… Renn’s gone dark. I have to go find him.”

Tina’s eyes filled with tears. “If something happens to you, too...”

I pulled her into my arms, holding her tight. “Hey. It’s going to be okay. Renn knew the risks—and so do I.”

Tina looked up at me, her face streaked with tears. “But what if—”

I cut her off with a kiss. Long and deep. Pouring all my reassurance into it. When I pulled back, I looked her straight in the eye.

“I’ll find Renn and bring him back. I promise.”

She searched my face, looking for any hint of doubt. But I kept my expression confident. Women always talked about wanting to know a guy’s feelings, but that was bullshit. They wanted guys who were like a hunk of carven stone.

So, I played statue until she smiled, reassured.

The truth was, I had no idea what I was walking into on Acheron. No clue what had happened to Renn or the colonists. But I couldn’t let Tina see that. She needed me to be strong. To be the hero she believed I was.

I gave her my smoothest smile. The one that always made her melt. “Trust me, girl. I’ve got this.”

She nodded, wiping at her tears. “Okay. Just... come back to me.”

I kissed her again, quick and hard. “Always. Now, let go. I’ve got a portal to catch.”

Stepping back, I gave her slap on the butt before turning and heading down the hallway toward the lab.

It was time to get transmitted.


Chapter 6

The rift enveloped me, a brief sensation of weightlessness taking hold as I was transmitted across the vast expanse of space. It felt like being underwater, pressure squeezing me from all sides, before it abruptly faded away.

I found myself standing on a hilltop, the barren landscape of Acheron stretching out before me. The sky above was a strange, muted color, unlike anything I’d seen before. It cast an unnatural light over the rocky region where I’d arrived.

I glanced back over my shoulder. Behind me, a lifeless expanse of ash and dust stretched to the horizon.

Turning again, eyes forward, I examined the colony. It wasn’t much—clearly in its early days. About a mile away, I could see the colony base. It was a sprawling complex of domes, each one serving a different purpose. There were farming domes, their translucent surfaces glinting in the otherworldly light. Living quarters domes, where the colonists made their homes. Others contained pipe works and advanced facilities, their functions a mystery to me.

Taking a deep breath, I noted the air tasted stale and lifeless on my tongue. The weather was perfect, not too hot or too cold, but there was something unsettling about it. Like the planet itself was holding its breath, waiting for something to happen.

As I stood there, taking it all in, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was very wrong here. The colony was supposed to be thriving, a beacon of hope for humanity’s future. But instead, it felt like a graveyard, a monument to some unspoken tragedy.

I was about to start making my way down the hill when I spotted a lone figure approaching from the direction of the colony. It was a man, but I didn’t recognize him. He was too far away to make out any details, but something about the way he moved set my nerves on edge.

My hand was still gripping my heated buzzblade in its sheathe. I could feel the warmth through the leather, but as I was gripping it by the sheathe, it didn’t burn me. Metal tended to get very hot during transmission.

I’d snuck this single weapon out of XCU without too much trouble from the transmission lab staffers this time. As Renn was absent, there was no one there who cared about budgets as much as he did.

I considered drawing my knife, but figured it was pointless. The other guy had a rifle, and I was naked. At this distance, I had no chance. It was best to look docile.

The man drew closer, his features coming into focus. He was tall and lean, with a shock of dark hair and a wary expression on his face. And, of course, that gun he was carrying.

My body readied itself for a fight, but I tried to look cool. As the man got closer, he seemed to hesitate. He lowered his weapon slightly, his eyes widening as he took in my naked form.

The man stopped about thirty feet away, his pulse-rifle still at the ready. “I’m Erik Hawkins, chief of security for Acheron Colony,” he said gruffly. “Our sensors detected an arrival. I assume that was you?”

I nodded, keeping my hands visible. “Dane Tanner, XCU agent. I’ve been sent here to look for Dr. Renn. Any idea where they might be?”

Hawkins frowned. “Renn? He’s been missing for days. I’ve been searching, but no luck so far.”

Well, shit. That wasn’t good news. I glanced around at the empty buildings. “Mind if I take a look around? See if I can find any clues?”

Hawkins hesitated, his grip tightening on the pulse-rifle. I could see the suspicion in his eyes. He didn’t know me from Adam, and here I was, showing up with my pecker dangling and asking questions.

I couldn’t blame him for being cautious. In his shoes, I’d probably do the same. But I needed his cooperation if I was going to get to the bottom of this.

I tried a friendly smile, casting a glance at my obvious nakedness. “Look, I know this is all a bit strange, but I’m here to help. XCU sent me to find out what happened to Renn and the others. We’re on the same side.”

Hawkins studied me for a long moment. Then, slowly, he lowered the pulse-rifle. “All right,” he said grudgingly. “But I’m keeping an eye on you. No funny business.”

I gave a brisk nod, relieved. “Understood. Now, where do we start? And...” I paused, almost embarrassed by my next question. “Perhaps you have some clothes I can wear?”

He looked me over. “You’re a big fella, but I’m sure this will fit you.” The security chief removed his poncho and tossed it to me. Thanking him, I quickly draped it over my shoulders.

Satisfied, he motioned for me to follow. “Keep up, Earther,” he said, his tone gruff and no-nonsense.

I tagged close behind Hawkins as we made our way back toward the colony base. The poncho flapped around my legs as we walked. The fabric was rough against my skin, but it was better than being naked. Hawkins seemed to relax a bit as we went, his pulse-rifle cradled in his arms.

“We appreciate the XCU’s concern,” he said, “but things aren’t as bad as they might seem. We’ve got the situation under control.”

I had my doubts about that. But I kept my mouth shut for now. No sense in antagonizing the man. I needed his help to figure out what was going on here.

“Any idea what might have happened to Renn?” I asked casually.

Hawkins shrugged. “He was working on some project out in the ruins. Was pretty excited about it, said it could change everything. Then he just... disappeared.”

The ruins. I made a mental note to check those out as soon as possible. If Renn had found something out there, it might hold the key to his disappearance.

The colony base was a cluster of prefab buildings surrounded by a high fence. Hawkins punched in a code at a security console and the gate slid open with a hiss. Inside, the place was eerily quiet. No signs of life anywhere.

“Where is everyone?” I asked, unable to keep the unease out of my voice.

“Most are holed up in the central hub, trying to keep things running,” he said.

He led me into one of the buildings, a large open space filled with workstations and equipment. A few haggard-looking colonists glanced up as we entered, their eyes widening at the sight of me.

“This is Dane Tanner from the XCU,” Hawkins announced. “He’s here to help.”

I could see the doubt in their eyes. They didn’t believe I could do anything to help. Hell, I wasn’t sure I could either. But I had to try.

“I’ll need access to Renn’s files,” I said. “And any data you have on the ruins where they disappeared.”

Hawkins hesitated, then gave me a curt nod. “I’ll see what I can do.”

It was a start, at least. But as I looked around at the worried faces of the remaining colonists, I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a lot more going on here than anyone was telling me. I suppose I’d just need to figure it out before it was too late.

The security chief tugged at my poncho, pulling me from my thoughts. “Let’s get you over to the CSPC for some clothing.”

“CSPC?”

“It’s Colonial Supply.” Shaking his head, Hawkins turned to walk away. As he did, he mumbled under his breath, “Typical Earther.”

I didn’t let his dismissive attitude get to me. There was too much at stake here, and I needed to stay focused on the task at hand. I took one last look around the central hub before hurrying after Hawkins. I caught the eyes of several of the gathered colonists. Fear was visible on their faces.

Tanner, I told myself, remember these faces. They’re a big reason why you’re here. Not the only reason, but maybe—just maybe—the reason I took this damn job for half pay.

Catching up, I turned to Hawkins. “So, about Dr. Renn... Any idea where he might have gone?”

Hawkins looked at me with open irritation. “Does the XCU always send retards like you? I already told you. Last I saw him, he was headed out to the ancient ruins. Seemed pretty excited about something he found there.”

The ruins. Of course. If there were answers to be found, that’s where they’d be. “That should be my first stop. To see if I can pick up his trail.”

Hawkins shook his head. “I don’t know, Tanner. Strange things have been happening out there. It’s dangerous.”

Danger was a language I understood. I raised an eyebrow. “Dangerous how?”

“Hard to explain,” he began. “But people who go out there... they don’t always come back the same. If they come back at all.”

Great. Just what I needed. But I couldn’t let that stop me. Renn was the key to all this, and I had to find him.

“I’ll take my chances,” I said. “But I could use a guide—someone who knows the area.”

Hawkins rubbed at his chin for a moment before answering. “I’ll see what I can do. But I can’t make any promises.”

Suddenly, a piercing sound cut through the air. It was coming from Hawkins’ comms headset, a high-pitched singing that made my teeth ache.

Hawkins cursed, ripping the headset off. “Damn it. Not again.”

“What the hell was that?” I asked, rubbing my ear.

“The ghost signal,” Hawkins said grimly. “Some kind of bug in our hardware. It’s been transmitting periodically ever since the disappearances started.”

I frowned. “Any idea as to its source?” I asked.

Hawkins shrugged. “We’re working on it. But honestly, I’m not… Oh, shit!” In the practiced motion of a trained professional, the chief slung his pulse-rifle over his shoulder. “Those clothes will have to wait, Tanner,” he yelled as he took off running.

I followed Hawkins as he raced toward what appeared to be one of the hydroponic domes. Smoke poured from one of the modules. Alarms blared, loud and shrill. Something was wrong. Very wrong.

We reached the terraformed zone just in time to see a young woman come running out of the dome. She was in a panic. Her face pale with fear. Behind her, a construction robot emerged, its metal arms flailing wildly. It had gone berserk, tearing holes in the dome’s walls.

Hawkins raised his pulse-rifle and fired at the robot. The bolts bounced off its armored chassis. It whirled in our direction, noticing us for the first time. Its optical sensors flashed red. With surprising speed, it charged at Hawkins, metal feet pounding the ground.

I reacted on instinct, dodging to the side and flanking the robot as it barreled past. Up close, I could see jagged tears in the metal and sparking wires. Whatever had caused this, it wasn’t a simple malfunction.

Hawkins kept firing. But it was fast, too fast. It wheeled around, coming at him again. I had to do something.

I pulled out my buzzblade, thumbing the activation switch. The blade hummed to life, vibrating at a frequency that could cut through almost anything. I charged at the robot from the side, aiming for its joints. If I could sever a limb, slow it down...

The blade sliced into the robot’s arm, metal screeching against metal. Sparks flew. The robot jerked, its arm hanging uselessly at its side.

“That should do it,” I muttered, satisfied with the damage inflicted by the buzzblade.

But I spoke too soon.

The malfunctioning bot kept coming, its remaining limbs flailing with murderous intent.

Hawkins and I circled it, looking for an opening. The woman huddled nearby, her eyes wide with terror. Hawkins had called to her by name: Hana. We had to end this fast, before the robot caused any more damage. Before it hurt anyone else. Before it hurt Hana.

I saw my chance and jumped onto the robot’s back, the buzzblade gripped tight in my fist. The damn thing was the size of a tractor. It bucked and thrashed beneath me, trying to throw me off. But I held on, my muscles straining with the effort.

Hawkins fired shot after shot at the machine.

“Stop! Cease fire!” I yelled at the security chief.

The rounds pinged off its armored hide, leaving dents and scorch marks but not doing much else. This thing was built to last.

Oil leaked from a gash in its side, splattering the ground in black droplets. Sparks cascaded from torn wires, the acrid scent of burnt insulation filling the air. The robot was damaged, dragging part of its mechanical body behind it like a wounded animal. But it was still moving fast, still hell-bent on destruction.

I had to end this. Now.

I clambered higher up its back, my feet slipping on the slick metal. The robot twisted and turned, trying to shake me loose, but this wasn’t my first rodeo.

Then I spotted what I was looking for. There—the brain box. The control center for this mechanical monstrosity. I reached for it, my fingers scrabbling at the edges. It was sealed tight. Metal fused together in a seamless wall.

But I had my buzzblade.

I plunged it into the brain box, the vibrating edge slicing through the metal like butter. The robot convulsed beneath me, a high-pitched whine emanating from its core. I tore at the circuitry inside, ripping out wires and components with ruthless efficiency. Sparks flew, singeing my skin. But I didn’t stop. I couldn’t stop.

With a final, shuddering groan, the robot collapsed. Its limbs went slack, its eyes dark and lifeless. I rolled off its back, breathing hard. Hawkins, standing nearby, lowered his pulse-rifle, his face grim.

I looked down at the ruined machine, the buzzblade still clutched in my hand.

The colony alarms cut off, leaving a disconcerting silence in their wake.

“What the hell happened to that bot?” I asked, looking at Hana.

She shook her head, tears streaming down her face. By the look of it, she’d need some time to recover.

I kicked at the robot, then glanced at Hawkins. He met my gaze, his expression troubled. We both knew this was no ordinary malfunction. Something had caused this. Something dangerous.

Something was very wrong on Acheron. We needed to find out what it was before it got to the rest of us.


Chapter 7

I stood up, brushing the dust off my borrowed poncho. The robot lay in a heap of twisted metal and sparking wires.

Job done.

Hawkins looked over the wreckage, shaking his head in disbelief. “So, Earth sent us a maniac? Is that it?”

“What did you want me to do? Tuck it into bed? The thing went crazy. Besides,” I said, fingering a big round scorched hole. “You’re the one who shot the chassis.”

“I was trying to disable it. You totaled the brain box. The Director isn’t going to like this mess, Tanner. Not one bit. These construction bots aren’t replaceable, and we don’t have many.”

Squinting, I’d figured out what his game was immediately. Someone was going to catch the blame for this disaster, and he was already planning to aim fingers at me. XCU officers in my situation often thought they’d be welcomed as heroes—but things didn’t always work out that way.

I laughed at Hawkins. He didn’t like that, either.

“Look,” I said, “let’s worry about the repair bill later. Right now, we need to figure out what caused this malfunction.”

The young woman we’d saved now stood next to Hawkins, attempting to dry the wet streaks from her cheeks. Her dark hair was pulled back in a tight bun. She had a cute doll-like face, but she was probably older than she looked—and I liked looking at her. Aside from the tears, she had a no-nonsense attitude. Like someone who was used to being taken seriously.

Hawkins gestured to her. “Agent Tanner, meet Hana Song. She’s our colony’s hydroponics engineer.”

I almost felt bad being so harsh in front of the engineer about taking down her renegade bot—but it didn’t seem to have made her hate me. Not yet, anyway.

Flashing her a rogue’s smile, I nodded politely. “Miss Song? I’m Dane Tanner. Your new maniac from Earth.”

“Call me Hana,” she said. “Thanks for the quick action, Tanner. I… I was impressed.” She’d quickly composed herself and was now looking me over. Her gaze lingered on the buzzblade still clutched in my hand. “That’s not a colonial weapon, is it?”

“No. Hey, if you like my work so far, please tell the Director about it.”

Hana smiled. “I’m not sure if that would be effective, but I’m grateful for your help, anyway. Things have been... intense around here lately.”

“I get that feeling.” I glanced at Hawkins, who was pretending to show a lack of interest. Turning back to the engineer-girl, I smiled again. “Hana? Do you have any idea what caused your robot to go nuts?”

She shook her head. “I have no clue. It was working fine earlier. Then it just... snapped. Almost like something had possessed it.”

I had a feeling this was connected to everything that was happening on Acheron—somehow. But before I could voice my suspicions, Hana spoke up again.

“I should get back to the hydroponics bay. I have to make sure everything is still running smoothly. We can’t afford anymore equipment or biological losses.”

Hawkins agreed. “Good idea. I’m going to see the Director.”

He turned away, but I didn’t follow him, so he stopped several paces away and fiddled with something. Hana was still giving me the eye, and I was returning the favor. Her tongue slipped out and wet her lips before disappearing again.

“It was nice meeting you—” she began.

“Dane,” I said. “Call me Dane.”

Hana smiled, while Hawkins rolled his eyes. I ignored him. I was already on a first name basis with this girl, and I could already tell she was the kind that liked getting her butt saved from whack-job robots.

“Okay, Dane,” she said. “I have a feeling we’ll be seeing a lot of each other.” She looked me over one more time before adding, “Nice poncho, by the way.”

Oh… I finally got it.

I’d almost forgotten I was one gusty breeze away from being buck naked. Was all this smiling and eyeing she’d been doing a joke? Was I just a half-naked fool to her? Or was she really flirting? It was kind of hard to tell.

With a slight smirk, she walked away, leaving me alone with Hawkins and the wreckage of the robot.

Hawkins didn’t seem pleased by my playful interaction with Hana. “Go get some pants, Tanner. Find the Colonial Supply and Provisions Center. I need to find Billy. I’ll have to see if he can fix the mess you made of this damn robot. So, for now, you’re on your own. Just try not to make any more messes while you’re at it.”

Hawkins stalked off, muttering under his breath. “Stupid Earther…”

Great. I’d just lost my tour guide. I turned back to Hana, who was walking to the entrance of Dome 3.

“Hey, Miss Song! Uh… Hana! Wait up!” I called, waving my arm from under the thin poncho. I must look ridiculous wearing this thing.

The hydroponic engineer crossed her arms and waited for me.

“Let me guess,” she said as I approached. “Hawkins bailed, leaving you all alone?” Her tone was matter-of-fact. She must have known Hawkins well. Which made perfect sense when you lived in a colony this size.

“Nailed it.”

“Would you like to join me as I survey the damage to the domes, Officer Tanner?”

What? I wasn’t Dane anymore? I thought about complaining but passed on the idea. With that face, she could call me whatever she frigging wanted. “Please, lead the way.”

We walked past a small prefab building, toward the hydroponic domes. The place had a sterile feel to it. Too clean. Too perfect. The only thing in life I wanted clean and perfect were my teeth.

Hana stopped in front of a large dome. A jagged hole in the side gaped at us. Sparking wires dangled like entrails.

She frowned at the damage. “This dome was my pride and joy. Potatoes, squash… essential foodstuffs production. Well, it was before that rogue bot tore through here.”

“No rice or soybeans, huh?” I asked. “Probably not enough water for that…”

Hana looked at me sharply. “You know about colonial farming?”

“Nah, not really. But this isn’t my first visit to a kickstarter colony. You don’t have any local alien flora or fauna to work with, as I understand it.”

Her faced clouded. “No… despite great growing conditions. Perfect temperatures, decent amount of rain… but no organics to work with. We have to create the building blocks of life by ourselves on Acheron.”

I stepped closer, examining the damage to the dome’s wall up close. The hole was big enough to drive a truck through. Shattered polymers littered the ground, crunching under Hana’s boots.

The engineer looked at my feet dubiously. “Be careful, Agent Tanner. I don’t want you bleeding all over my dome.”

I liked Hana’s sarcasm. There was an edge to this girl.

“Got it,” I replied. “Don’t bleed without permission.”

I did my best to avoid the broken shards. Looking around, I found a pair of old boots. There were some obvious holes in them, and they stank like fertilizer—but I didn’t care. They were way better than nothing.

Inside the dome, rows of plants stretched as far as the eye could see. Leafy greens grew like pampered weeds. It was an impressive setup. Hana must know her stuff.

A sweet and earthy smell filled the dome. Like the scent of pineapple and wet mulch.

“Terraforming isn’t easy,” she said, as if reading my thoughts. “It takes constant monitoring, adjusting nutrient levels, humidity, temperature. One little mistake and the whole crop could be lost.”

“Sounds like a lot of work.”

She smiled appreciatively. “It is. But it’s worth it. Seeing life thrive where there was none before... it’s a special kind of magic.”

I raised an eyebrow. Magic? Not the word I would’ve chosen. But to each their own.

Hana led me deeper into the dome, pointing out various features. Automated watering systems, climate control, even a few robotic helpers. It was all very impressive. Unlike other colonies, there wasn’t a peasant class of colonists to work the land. Not here, not yet. They still had robot workers doing all the hard stuff.

To me, that seemed short-sighted. I would have shut them all down until I figured out what was going wrong with the machines and done the farming by hand.

But that wasn’t my call to make. I was just here to find Renn and write up a report for headquarters. I hoped Renn was still alive and had figured out what the hell was going on with that mysterious signal. Maybe he’d already tracked down that mysterious artifact he was hoping to find.

I turned to Hana. “So, what’s the deal with this planet? Why’s it so lifeless?”

She gave a half-shrug, her arms rising slightly. “That’s the big question. When we first arrived, there was nothing here. No plants, no animals, not even bacteria. It’s like something wiped out all organic molecules.”

That didn’t sound good. “And your solution is to reseed the entire planet with Earth life?”

Hana nodded. “It’s the only way. We need to jumpstart the ecosystem, get things growing. It’s a massive undertaking, but it’s our best shot at making this place habitable long-term.”

“What about Dr. Renn?” I asked. “I heard he was poking around the ancient ruins before he disappeared.”

Hana’s face darkened. “Yes, he was. Against my explicit advice.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t approve?”

She shook her head vehemently. “Absolutely not. Those ruins are off-limits for a reason. We have no idea what kind of technology or hazards might be lurking in there. Interfering with them could have disastrous consequences. The safety of the colony far outweighs the academic curiosities of a lone scientist.”

Huh… she suddenly sounded like a fanatic. “But… uh… how can there be an ancient civilization here if there are no organics left behind? Where did everything go?”

“Big mystery. One of many here on Acheron. No known natural disaster could cause all the organics to vanish… so… people have speculated there was a war of some kind.”

“A war? Any battle scars?”

“You mean in the land itself? Not really… but we haven’t explored the whole surface. We’ve been spending all our time trying to survive.”

I squinted through the clear walls of the dome, looking at the barren hills that surrounded the colony. It was kind of like a warm version of Mars.

“Sounds like you’re sure Renn’s disappearance had something to do with the ruins, right?” I asked.

Hana hesitated. “Yes… but I don’t know what it could be. There are no predators, no known dangers—not even out there. He was obsessed with the ruins, however. Always going on about the secrets they might hold. I tried to tell him we should leave that place alone. It’s the burial ground of a forgotten species, at the very least.”

“Did he listen?”

“No.”

I grunted. Sounded like Renn. Not listening was his strong suit. It wasn’t a good trait to have in a place like this.

“Did he have any specific plans?” I asked. “Any experiments or tests he wanted to run?”

Hana shrugged. “You really are on a mission, aren’t you?” she asked. “I feel like I’m being interrogated.”

Spreading my hands, I grinned. “No electric lash, see? If I’m pissing you off, send me away to find something else to bother.”

She thought it over, but she didn’t take the option. “If Renn had any special plans, he didn’t share them with me. Like I said, I wanted him to leave the ruins in their pristine state.”

I nodded. A dead end. Hana was cute, but pretty useless as far as tracking down Renn was concerned.

Staring through the clear walls of the dome, I eyeballed the sun and listened to a ruffling wind that was coming in through the hole. It looked too late in the afternoon to walk out to the ruins, which were miles away on the far side of some hills—especially without pants.

“So, what’s your plan?” she asked sharply. She’d noticed the direction of my gaze. “For finding Dr. Renn and the others?”

“Seems pretty obvious. I need to check out those ruins. That’s where Renn was last seen.”

Hana pulled her bun loose and shook her head. Her hair flew and danced. She looked less intellectual but still authoritative. It was a nice look. “No. Absolutely not. Those ruins are sacred. They should be left alone.”

That was a curious comment. The ruins had suddenly gone from being off-limits to sacred? “Sacred…? Says who?”

She crossed her arms, pushing up her perky little breasts. “Says me. And anyone else with a shred of respect for the civilization that came before us.”

I bit back a laugh. Respect? For a bunch of dead aliens? Uh-oh. Miss Song was starting to sound like one of those sanctimonious, ancient-alien-huggers. I hadn’t run into too many of her kind before, but they were always passionate.

Naturally, I didn’t say anything about my concerns. Hana was a looker, and I didn’t want to piss her off. I might even need her help later on.

“All right, all right,” I said, holding up my hands. “We’ll table the ruins idea for now. But I can’t just sit around twiddling my thumbs. I need a plan.”

“I know,” she began. “I just... I think you should be careful. This planet has secrets. Disturbing them could have consequences.”

“Everything has consequences. It’s just a matter of whether they’re worth it.”

She gave me a long look. What was that about? Was she was trying to decide if I was worth it?

Whatever she was thinking, she was definitely acting strangely. Pretty women on colony worlds were often oddballs—everyone out in deep space was. They’d grown up on a transport and then on an alien world. It was almost guaranteed they were going to think a little differently.

But Hana was giving me strange vibes. She was hiding something. But what exactly?

“Thanks for the tour of the farm, Miss Song,” I said as the moment became awkward. “You should be proud of what you’ve accomplished here. I’m going to go take a look at that robot. I’ve got a few hidden talents and fixing robots is one of them.”

“I’d be curious to see some of your hidden talents,” she said playfully.

There she went again. One second she was almost accusing me of an immoral desire to desecrate some alien rock-farm, then the next she went back to flirting. Damn, the girl was one big walking red flag.

As I approached the wreckage of the robot, I admired the ruthless handiwork of my buzzblade. I crouched down and began fiddling with the wiring, trying to make sense of the mess. In hindsight, ripping apart the brain box might not have been the only way to incapacitate the bot… It certainly wasn’t the cost-effective way.

Hana came to stand behind me. She didn’t say anything.

It was slow going, but I made progress. I managed to reconnect some of the circuits. I spliced and jumpered wires. It was a patchwork fix, not a professional repair job.

Hana watched me work in silence. I could tell she was impressed. Not many people could knife a robot and then start repairing it.

Finally, one of the limbs twitched. I shut off the power immediately. I sat back on my heels and wiped the sweat from my brow.

“You got it to move?”

“Yeah, but it needs a full diagnostic before I’d trust it to sweep the floor.”

Hana walked up close behind me. For the very first time, she laid a hand on my shoulder. “That’s great news. As an engineer, they train you to design things and replace parts at best. You just patched it together with scraps.”

I stood up. Hana was still watching me. A small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

“You’re way more useful than I thought,” she said. “For a pantless, buzzblade-happy maniac.”

I watched Hana walk away.

“You lucky dog,” a voice said behind me.

I turned. A scrawny guy in a maintenance jumpsuit had popped up out of nowhere. He was Billy Trent, according to his name tag. That was kind of weird. What kind of guy wore a nametag in a one-town colony?

“Excuse me?” I said.

Billy folded up his lips in disgust. “I’m talking about Hana. She’s into you, man. I can tell.”

“And you know this how?”

He shrugged. “I’ve been trying to get her attention for months. She barely even looks at me. But you? She’s all smiles and stares at first sight.”

I snorted. “You’re jealous? I only just got here. What are you, twelve?”

Billy ignored me and kept right on talking. “I don’t get it. What’s the secret? Do women love guys from Earth? My parents were from Earth…”

Pinching up a wad of the poncho I was wearing, I flicked it at him. “You’re right. There is a secret. You know how when you work on something low, your butt-crack shows, right?”

He frowned at me. “Sometimes…”

“Well, that’s the answer. You should wear a poncho. Nothing but a poncho. Give the girl a full view.”

Billy looked even more disgusted. He scoffed. “Yeah, right… Well, whatever your cologne is, it’s working. Hana has never shown any interest in me. Not like that.”

I could hear the jealousy in his voice. There was bitterness, too. Poor guy. Just looking at him, I could tell he was ugly to the bone. Not a genius, either. That must be tough, pining after a girl who doesn’t even know you exist.

But I didn’t have time for his pity-party. I had work to do.

“Look, Billy,” I said. “I’m not here to steal your girl. I’m here to find Dr. Renn and the missing colonists. That’s it. Help me out, and I’ll be on my way back to Earth.”

He held up his hands. “Hey, no worries, man. I get it. Just making an observation.”

He grunted. Stepping up, he took over with my repair efforts. He noticed I’d gotten basic locomotion functioning again, but he didn’t throw me any compliments. He was probably still too butthurt about Hana for that.

He didn’t give me any helpful hints on how to find Renn, either.

“I guess I’ll find something else to do,” I said after a few minutes.

Billy stopped working on the bot and gave me a funny look. Like he wanted to say something else.

I sighed. “Spit it out, Billy.”

He hesitated. “Just... be careful, okay? With Hana. She’s not like the other girls around here.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Billy shook his head. “Nothing. Never mind. Forget I said anything.”

I grabbed his arm. Billy winced in surprise. He’d just learned something about me. I had one hell of a grip.

“No, tell me,” I said. “What do you know about Hana? Is it related to Dr. Renn?”

He swallowed and looked around nervously. It was like he was afraid someone might overhear.

“Look,” he said. “All I know is, she’s got some kind of... agenda. Something to do with those ruins. She’s always going on about how they should be left alone. How they’re sacred or whatever.”

I let go of his arm. “I’d gathered that much,” I said. “Go on.”

“All I know is, Hana’s not telling us everything. I like her—but she’s got her own ideas. You can’t just do whatever she says.”

“Do whatever she says…? Oh…” He must have meant “to get into her pants.”

That was interesting, and it made sense. I’d more or less come to the same conclusion. In my line of work, an XCU man had to wear a lot of hats. Sometimes, I had to repair equipment. Other times, I had to play diplomat.

To be honest, I wasn’t very good at either of those two items. I was more of a combat specialist and an investigator. There was always something new going on out here in the colonies. You learned to trust your gut.

Right now, my gut was telling me that Hana Song was acting a little weirdly.

The question was, why? And how did it tie into everything else that was going on around here?

I needed answers. I had a feeling the only way to get them was to start poking around those ruins—exactly where Renn had disappeared. Exactly where Hana didn’t want me to go. And if that didn’t work…

I might have to start poking around Hana…


Chapter 8

If you ever want to make a friend and get some information out of somebody, do some hard work with them.

“You got the 12 mil wrench?” I asked Billy, my hand extended.

The mechanic slapped the tool into my palm.

I strained as I tightened the last bolt on the robot’s chassis. We had worked mostly in silence since his warning. In the distance, I could hear Hana was still talking to her plants. She had the dome sealed, and now she was trying to salvage what she could from the crushed hydroponic beds.

“You know,” Billy said, “I think that signal had something to do with the robot going berserk.”

I glanced at him, curious. “You think so, huh?”

Billy hunched down low, like he was trying to hide from prying eyes. He got to within a few inches of my ear.

“Remember what we talked about, Billy?” I said gently. “About personal space?”

“Oh yeah…” The mechanic pulled back a little. Not as much as I would have liked, but it was enough.

This was a problem I’d seen before when people were relatively fresh off a colonial starship. They tended to have poor social skills when it came to functioning around normal Earthers.

“Better,” I said. “Now, tell me your thoughts about the signal and the robot.”

“Well, every time that alien signal broadcasts, something goes wrong around here. Equipment malfunctions, systems glitch out, and now this.” He pointed at the robot, which still wasn’t completely functional. It could crawl around and move one arm, but it didn’t talk or respond to commands. I figured that probably had something to do with all that buzzing my blade had done in its brain-box.

“You think the signal is causing accidents, somehow? That it’s meant to harm the colony?”

“I don’t know for sure,” Billy said, “but it’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“How many times have you seen this sort of thing happen? After a broadcast, I mean?”

“I don’t know…” he said. “I haven’t been counting. But at least ten times over the last month. I’d wager my head on that!”

“Wagering” one’s head seemed to be a saying among the colonists here. Apparently, there’d been some odd traditions developed on their colony vessel during the flight to Acheron. So far, I hadn’t bothered to ask about why people had “wagered their heads” during those long years in the dark. I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer.

We finished up with the robot and moved on to the hydroponic dome. The damage wasn’t too bad. A few cracked panels. Some ruptured irrigation lines. Nothing we couldn’t fix.

Billy suggested he head back to his workshop for some more specialized tools. I asked if he could show me to the CSPC on his way to the shop.

“You don’t want any of that. It’s too skimpy—like your poncho. I’ve got a few spare jumpsuits back in the shop that should fit a big fella like yourself.”

Deciding I’d had enough of skimpy clothing and wondering why he hadn’t offered sooner, I followed Billy to his workshop. He rummaged through a locker and tossed me a dark gray jumpsuit. It was made of a tough, canvas-like material. Sturdy and practical. I nodded my thanks and slipped into the outfit. It fit well enough. But more importantly, I was no longer walking around Acheron with my balls feeling every breeze.

Returning to the busted-up hydroponic lab, Billy and I got straight to work.

As we worked, I kept an eye on Hana. She was still talking to her plants. Cooing over them like they were her babies. It was kind of endearing, in a weird way.

“She really loves her zucchini, huh?” I said.

Billy snorted. “Yeah. Sometimes I think she cares more about the plants than she does about people.”

My next question was going to sting. But when did that ever stop me? “Even so, you’re still willing to simp for her?” I asked.

Billy didn’t bristle. He looked up and motioned with his head in Hana’s direction. “Well, sure. Just look at her. If you can get her away from those plants, she’s more than just eye-candy.”

It was a sound judgment. We lapsed into silence again, but my mind kept wandering back to what Billy had said earlier—about Hana having some kind of agenda with the ruins. I wondered what her motivations were. It seemed crazy to avoid investigating a possible colony-killing region of Acheron out of “respect for dead aliens,” or any other convenient excuse she was offering.

I glanced over at Hana again. It was kind of hard not to do so every minute or two. Both Billy and I kept doing it. Surprisingly, she never seemed to look our way. She was entirely focused on her damaged seed beds.

She was kneeling down right now, in fact, carefully transplanting a seedling into a new bed. Her face was a mask of concentration. It was like nothing else mattered except that one little plant.

Was she just nuts over respecting the ruins? From her behavior, I was willing to buy that. But… she might also know something.

I wiped at the sweat dripping down my forehead. “Did you see Dr. Renn before he got lost out in the desert?” I asked, turning to Billy.

“See him?”

“Yes. He’s scrawny—and a little screwy. He would have arrived about a week ago.”

The mechanic answered with a simple, “Yup.”

I waited for him to elaborate, but I got nothing more out of him.

“Happen to know what he wanted with those ruins? Maybe some idea why’d he go out there alone?”

Billy set down the tool he had been working with. “Like you said, he wasn’t here long. But he was obsessed with them ruins. Kept saying they held the key to some great discovery.”

That indeed sounded like the good doctor. “So, Hawkins and the others just let him wander off?”

“We didn’t have much choice. He had permission from the higher-ups back on Earth.”

Permission? Right… I’d have to look into that. Apparently, these colonists still recognized Earth as an authority. They hadn’t yet realized that they were cut off from both aid and oppression. A naked guy like me randomly showing up, that was about all the help they were ever going to get from Earth.

“So…” I said conversationally. “Where exactly are these ruins?”

Billy hesitated. “They’re not far—but don’t go out there alone.”

Hawkins and Hana had both already warned me about that, but I wanted to know what Billy thought. “Why’s that?”

“It’s just plain dangerous. Strange things happen around those ruins.”

“To the best of your knowledge, who was the last one to go out there?” I asked.

“You mean, since your friend, Dr. Renn?” Billy shook his head. “We’ve been ordered to stay away. Only the archivist is allowed near the ruins now.”

The archivist? I vaguely remembered reading about him in the mission briefing. Some kind of historian or record-keeper.

“Guess I’ll have to pay him a visit, then.”

Billy gave me a skeptical look. “Good luck with that. Archivist Sorin isn’t exactly the friendly type.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

I left Billy to finish up with the repairs and headed for the colony’s main complex. It was time to have a chat with this old fart and get some straight answers.

Following the colony holo-directories scattered about the complex, I arrived at the archivist’s office without any surprises.

Right off, when I first saw the guy, I knew he was going to be trouble. He was dressed up in some kind of black robe. It was like talking to a male nun or something. I could tell by the look on his face—he appeared to have caught the scent of shit when he laid eyes on me—the Archivist wasn’t an easy-going guy.

“Hello, sir. Are you Sorin? The Archivist?”

“Yes. You must be Tanner. Do you have any news scrolls from Earth?”

I blinked a few times. “Uh… no, sir. You can’t really carry computer scrolls into a rift. They’d probably melt.”

“A pity…”

Without inviting me in, he went back to tapping at something on his holographic desk and ignoring me.

Looking down at my new jumpsuit, I was thankful to have real clothes on. Experience told me this meeting would not have gone well with just a poncho on and my ass cheeks showing. I pulled my shoulders back and tightened my jaw.

“Sir, I’m a case officer from XCU. I have certain questions.”

It was a different tact than I’d taken with the other colonists. This guy clearly respected authority—so I gave him some.

My words attracted his attention, and while he watched me, I strode into the archivist’s office like I owned the place. Sorin’s eyes narrowed until they were slits as I approached his desk, like the eyes of a pissed-off cat.

“A case officer?” he asked, blowing out a puff of air that made his bowl-cut bangs fly. “That’s amusing. I can tell at a glance you’re either a mercenary—or an outright thug. Oh yes, I know how XCU operates, Tanner.”

It was my turn to open my mouth and launch into a tirade—but I made an odd, choking sound instead.

The archivist’s face had changed. It wasn’t a face at all anymore. In fact, it was now a screen. A very high-end, high-resolution screen that depicted some kind of… scene out of history.

“What is on your face, sir?” I asked.

“Ignorant of your own past? This is a scene from the harbor of your home city.”

I squinted. It did resemble something from the distant past. There was water—a lot of it—and an island with some kind of statue?

“How odd… but it does trigger a memory. I guess I’ve seen my hometown like that at some point in the past. Maybe in grade school?”

“A flickering candle in the night winds,” Sorin sighed. “I guess I’ll have to accept that.”

It was my turn to frown. I wasn’t certain, but I thought this clown was calling me dumb. “Why are you showing scenes like that on your face, sir?”

“It’s a mask. A teaching implement. I seek to enlighten, even as I interact in a more direct way. It is my job to educate, to maintain the memories of our past in every colonist. I thought you would approve. You wouldn’t want us to forget about Earth, would you?”

“Uh… I guess not…”

In my estimation, the archivist had shifted from prissy to insane. But I wasn’t going to say it. Not to his… um… face, screen, mask… whatever. It was my experience that hard truths like that only made people less cooperative.

“What can I help you with, Tanner?”

As he said this, his weird face-mask-screen-thing had changed views. It was now showing a long promenade with blossoming trees. I thought I might have seen that before, too…

I gave myself a shake and looked away. How distracting. I wondered if that might be the true purpose of Sorin’s mask—to dominate and evade questioners, gaining an upper hand. If so, it wasn’t going to work with me.

“I need your help, Sorin. And you need mine.”

He leaned back in his chair. “Is that so?”

I nodded. “The signal coming from the ruins—it’s dangerous. I think I can shut it down.”

Sorin tilted his head slightly. A gesture of curiosity. I had to avert my eyes so as to not fixate on the screen. He was projecting some kind of a battle, now. A battle fought with primitive rifles. They were long and shot a large puff of smoke each time they discharged—which wasn’t often. Those guns had to be out of a history book. Such a slow rate of fire…

“And why would we want to do that?” he asked.

What the hell kind of question was that?

“Because the signal is causing problems. Equipment malfunctions. Systems glitch. And now a rogue robot nearly killed people.”

Sorin was silent for a moment. He was weighing me in his mind, trying to get into my head, to figure me out. Finally, he spoke. “What do you need from me to achieve this dubious goal?”

I leaned forward, planting my hands on his desk. “Access to the ruins. I need to go out there and have a look around. Before I do so, however, I need any information you might have concerning them.”

Sorin’s mask stuttered. There was an odd sound—was he laughing at me? Chuckling?

“Those ruins pose a grave risk to the health and well-being of this colony. If you go out there and ham-handedly stir things up, the results might be catastrophic.”

I fixed him with a hard stare—of course, now I was actually staring at a river with some kind of boat traveling over it. The boat had twin smokestacks that belched black vapors into the sky. So primitive…

“Because if we don’t stop that signal, I think things are going to get worse around here. More accidents. More disappearances. Is that what you want?”

Naturally, I had no information to back up my claims. I just wanted to do my job—which was to find Dr. Renn—then hopefully bug out of here.

Sorin’s face was unreadable—of course. The face-screen flickered back to replay the strange clip of a battle which raged on all over again, projected for a longer time than the first. Had he forgotten to twiddle a dial and summon up yet another fresh and bizarre distraction from history? It was my impression that’s what had happened.

But I could sense the gears were still turning in Sorin’s head, behind his freakish mask. I’d learned years ago to never trust an asshole in a black robe, and this guy was an extreme case.

“Very well,” he said finally. “I will assist you. But on one condition.”

I stood up tall. Towering over the little man. “What’s that?”

“You will share any discoveries you make in the ruins with me. Exclusively.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. But I didn’t have much choice. I needed his help.

“Fine,” I said. I figured that if I didn’t want to share something later on, I could just go back on that part of the deal.

He stood up from his desk and gestured for me to follow him. “Come. I’ll show you what I know.”

I fell into step beside him as we left his office. My gut told me I was making a deal with the devil, but if it got me closer to the truth, it would be worth it. Sorin had to know back alley deals like this weren’t worth the piss-stained cardboard they were written on. I was a goddamn XCU case officer, not some self-righteous arbiter of morality.

If there was a figurative ghost in this system, I was going to catch it.

We headed upstairs into the tower that was embedded in the center of the archivist’s dome. Sorin led the way, his black robes swishing. I followed close behind, my hand never far from my buzzblade.

With each step, I felt a shift in the temperature. It was cooler up here. The air was fresher and clean.

“I must admit,” Sorin said, his voice bouncing off the passageways. “The situation has become dire.”

“How so?” I grunted.

“Every day now, something else breaks down. Elevators. Life support. Now, the construction bots.” He shook his head. “You’re right, it’s getting worse.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. The grim reality of Acheron became more and more apparent with each colonist I spoke to. “Do you think it’s because of the signal?”

“Many do,” he said.

“But how? Why?”

“They believe the Ancients are punishing us for disturbing their rest.”

I snorted. More superstitious nonsense. “But not you?”

“Truthfully, Agent Tanner, I don’t know what to think about the signal.”

We reached a heavy door. Sorin punched in a code, and it slid open with a hiss. Inside was a room filled with screens and consoles. A large window looked out over the colony.

The cool blast of a high wind hit me in the face. We were up above the colony domes, now. Even higher than some of the hills that surrounded the colony base.

“As the archivist, I must be aware of the past, present and keep an eye on the future. This is Mission Control,” Sorin said. “From here, I can monitor all our sensors.”

It made a sort of sense. Sorin was a bigger deal than I’d thought at first. He was more than a historian—he was the colony’s lookout as well.

I stepped inside the control room. The sun was low in the sky, casting long shadows across the complex. At last, peeping out above the rim of the circle of hills that surrounded the colony base, I spotted the ruins.

They were ancient, crumbling. They were also quite alien in nature. The stone structures loomed in the distance, dark and foreboding.

“Looks like we’re losing daylight,” I said.

Sorin nodded. “Indeed. It would be unwise for you to venture out now. The ruins can wait till morning.”

I turned to face him. “We’re leaving now.”

Sorin hesitated. “We? You must be mistaken, Agent Tanner. I am but a simple archivist. Perhaps Security Chief Hawkins can join your expedition. He is a trained survivalist.”

“Maybe I wasn’t clear. We, as in you and I, are going on a walk. Out to the ruins. Not Hawkins. You. You’re the colonist best suited to assist me out there. Or is the archivist of Acheron a robe-pissing coward?”

He started to protest, but stopped. Maybe it was my cracking knuckles.

“We’re going for a walk,” I repeated firmly. “Not tomorrow. Right now.” My tone made it clear my terms were non-negotiable.

“I have a different suggestion,” Sorin said.

“What? That you stay here and watch from your control room?”

“No. I’d like to destroy the ruins.”

“What?” It was my turn to be surprised.

“Yes. These ruins are a blight. They should be erased, not explored. I thought from your words you understood this.”

As I gaped at him, I noticed that his facemask—or screen, whatever it was—had begun depicting scenes of escalated warfare. Bombs were being dropped from primitive aircraft. Missiles flew through the highest levels of the atmosphere.

I was no ancient-alien-hugger, that was for damn sure. But neither had I come to Acheron to erase an ancient alien civilization.

“You have such a weapon? Right now?”

“No,” Sorin admitted. “We’re building it. I implore you to wait until we’re finished.”

I actually thought it over—but only for a second. To the best of my knowledge, Renn was out there at those ruins. Blowing him up would be hard to explain to HR back home.

“Nothing is getting erased today, Sorin. In fact, I’m going to talk to Hawkins—and the director—right now.”

Sorin was an old, skinny guy in a robe, but he could move pretty fast when he wanted to. He stepped between me and the exit.

“I thought you understood!” he shouted. “I thought—you’re a fool. I was an even bigger fool to confide in you. How can you love those ruins? They’re clearly killing this colony. They’re killing all of us!”

I thought that over. My first instinct, of course, was to knock the skinny bastard aside and march out—but he did have a point. Even better, he’d just admitted to me indirectly that the others in Acheron Colony leadership knew nothing of his extreme plans.

“All right,” I said. “I’ll keep your secrets. But you’ll have to come with me—to the ruins.”

“Insanity…”

“Please, sir. I need your help. I can’t solve Acheron’s problems on my own.”

“All you have to do is wait until we complete the weapon. Then… it will be over and done with.”

“Maybe. But maybe my colleague, Dr. Renn, is still alive out there somewhere. Maybe he needs help.”

Sorin made a farting sound with his lips. His mask shifted to display something unpleasant.

Right then, I caught on. His mask must have some kind of AI running the screen. It must be listening to our words and picking up ideas, using that information gleaned from conversation to play historical images and videos from the past that were in some way related.

It was a very odd affectation to wear such a gadget—but I could imagine how it must impress the other colonists. A simple parlor trick done automatically every minute or two could easily be utilized to wow the yokels.

Interesting…

“What do you say, Sorin?” I asked. “Come with me and I’ll keep quiet about your crazy plan. Maybe… I’ll even help make it happen.”

“It would be so much easier if you let me complete my plans.”

“No. No bombs. Not tonight, and probably not tomorrow, either. Let’s gear-up. Meet me at the exit in twenty. And Sorin…” I paused to add a little drama to the situation, fingering my buzzblade for extra effect. “Don’t be late. I won’t be happy if I have to track you down.”

The archivist’s strange mask shifted to display a dark cave full of shining, predatory eyes.

He nodded. “Very well. Twenty minutes.”

He was pissed. I could tell by the skinny little fists balled up at his sides. But I didn’t care. Sorin needed to know his place around me.

I turned and walked out of Mission Control.

The door hissed shut behind me. I strode down the hallway, my footsteps echoing. The complex was quiet. Too quiet. Like everyone was holding their breath. Waiting for something to happen.

I finally found the Colonial Supply and Provisions Center. I geared up for the expedition, taking with me the usuals—a portable analyzer, a med-kit and a multi-tool that folded into an oval. Also, a parachute cord—a whole spool of that.

The supply clerk also offered me a poncho.

“In case it rains, sir,” he said.

I grinned. “Sure… Why not?”


Chapter 9

Reaching the airlock that led outside the last dome, I punched the button to cycle it open. The door slid aside with a whir. Stepping out into the night, the Gray Plain stretched out before me.

It was lifeless and barren. Even the air tasted stale and empty. The atmospheric mix was good—just like Earth back home—with oxygen and nitrogen in the right proportions. But there was nothing else. No stinks. No fresh scents of growing things. It was weird on the nose.

In the distance, the ruins rose up. The buildings—if they had once been buildings—were black irregular shapes set against a starry sky.

I paced around outside, waiting for my sullen partner to show up. The door’s display showed Sorin was late—way late.

Eventually, footsteps crunched behind me. Turning, I saw Sorin hurrying to catch up, wearing that weird mask of his. It seemed to have some purpose other than to distract now. It was operating as a bio-filter.

Hmm… Was he a hypochondriac? Or did he know something?

“Officer Tanner,” he called out. “Wait.”

Watching him approach, I noted he was breathing hard by the time he reached me. Great. My field partner wasn’t only a weirdo, he was out of shape, too.

“Didn’t I say to meet me in twenty, Sorin? It’s been nearly forty minutes.”

“You don’t set schedules for a man of my stature.”

I looked him over. He didn’t look very tall to me. “I figured you might be scared of the dark. Is that it?”

Sorin stiffened. “I fear nothing other than cultural degradation.”

“Good to know…”

I turned to start walking. My new boots sent up gray-white puffs with each step, as the region we were heading into was essentially a vast ash field. The ash was fine and powdery, almost like an unnatural snow.

The locals called it the Gray Plain—imaginative, I know. Walking through the Gray Plain felt like crossing a sea of dust.

Behind me, Sorin cursed under his breath and struggled to keep up. I noted some of the dust I was kicking up was making streaks on his black robe. Too bad.

We set off across the plain toward the ruins and into the unknown.

We walked in silence at first. The only sound was our footsteps and the occasional gust of wind. My hand hovered near my buzzblade every time the wind sighed. I was a bit jumpy—even though I didn’t have a concrete reason to be. I kept my eyes forward, scanning the darkness for any signs of trouble. You never knew what might be lurking on a wild alien planet. Sometimes things sprang up and surprised you.

Back at Tau Ceti, for example, they had these giant ant-lions…

The ruins loomed closer with every step we took. They looked even more ancient and mysterious than the reports had suggested. Like a row of snaggled, rotten teeth left behind by some decaying megafauna.

If Renn was correct, those crumbling structures were full of secrets. Powerful secrets.

But if Sorin was correct, those powerful secrets were best left buried or blown to kingdom-come.

I glanced at Sorin. He was keeping pace, almost walking beside me. His face was, as always, unreadable under the bio-breather. Color me surprised, but he actually wasn’t begging for me to slow down. I thought about picking up the pace—but passed on the idea. I needed to keep him on a short leash, and he might prove useful at some point.

“You’re keeping up,” I said. “I figured you’d be begging to go home by now.”

“Is that your plan, Tanner? To shame me? What good will that do you?”

“None,” I admitted.

“If we’re going to walk into those ruins, unauthorized and unarmed, we shouldn’t hate one another.”

There was some spunk in him. I liked that. “All right,” I said, throwing out a gloved hand. “We’ll partner out here until we get back. Two men against any and all dangers. Deal?”

The puffing mask regarded my hand curiously. I waved it in front of him. “Are you going to shake or not?”

“Ah! Hands… handshaking. Yes, I understand this ritual. It’s in the archives I maintain, but I’ve never performed the ceremony myself.”

Delicately, he reached out a timid gloved hand to touch mine. I grabbed it and pumped it twice. It was like grabbing onto a limp balloon.

Letting go, I turned away to march once more. It took an hour—then another. At last, we reached the edge of the ruins. Towering spires rose up before us. There were a few crumbling walls and two shattered statues. You couldn’t even tell what they’d once depicted—but I thought there was a broken stone tentacle at the foot of one of them. If I’d been a girl, I would have shuddered.

Sorin knelt and examined the artifact. He did the shuddering for me, but I didn’t jeer at him for it.

We entered the darkness of the ancient city. Here the stony streets were less ash-covered. That made it easier to walk.

“We are here,” Sorin said.

I turned, realizing he wasn’t following me. He’d stopped at the edge of the cracked stone city streets. He was still lingering in front of that busted-up alien statue.

“Yeah, we made it. Let’s go find out what’s what.”

He hesitated, not moving his feet another inch.

“There’s no sign of your colleague. I suggest we return.”

“What? We just got here. We’ve got to search the place.”

“That would be… unwise.”

I marched back to him and put my face into his mask. He was projecting images on it again. It crawled with images of statues and paintings—a tour of some museum back on Earth… That was my impression, but it didn’t wow me the way it must usually due to Acheron’s more gullible colonists.

“Look, are you nothing but shit-talking bluster? We made a deal. Not just to walk to the edge of this freaky ghost town, but to explore it. Are you going to honor that deal, or are you going to run off back home to hide in your office and study a screen?”

Without another word, he stepped into the deep shadows of Acheron’s ruins. He followed me quietly as we wandered deeper into the nameless streets.

“Why do you think the ash stops at the city’s edge?” I asked him. “At least, most of it does.” I kicked at a pile of ash in one corner. The gray powder rose up and drifted in the air.

The archivist bent down and scooped up a handful, letting it sift through his gloved fingers. “This was once organic matter. Plants, perhaps. The fields beyond the city naturally had more such matter. Perhaps the Gray Plains were a forest once. Or a field full of some kind of alien wheat.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes. We know the Acheronian’s had vast fields and forests. But now, all that remains is this fine ash. To me, it demonstrates our superiority. We colonists from Earth have come to free this world from its empty state. To bring life back to it again.”

I shook my head, finding it hard to imagine anything had once grown in this barren wasteland. It was commonly understood that when a civilization falls, nature takes over. But what force reduces everything to dust?

I looked around at the dismal city. If there had ever been a place that should be haunted by ghosts, this was it. “How do you know this stuff was once organic?” I asked, kicking at the ash.

“It’s my job to know, Tanner.”

“Does your job include knowing what the hell happened here?”

He turned to look behind us, at the larger ash field that stretched outside the ruins. “Hard to say. Maybe some kind of natural disaster. A cosmic ray from space? A solar flare?”

That didn’t make any sense, even to a muscle-head like myself.

“But if that were the case,” I said, “wouldn’t life have regenerated by now? At least we should be seeing some background radiation. There’s nothing…”

Sorin said nothing, the only sound being the rasping of his bio-breather.

This place was utterly devoid of anything living. Not a single blade of grass or microbe. If it had just been a catastrophe, nature would’ve bounced back. Found a way.

No, this was something else entirely, something that had scoured the planet clean of all organic matter. Right down to the molecular level.

“Well, whatever it was, it did a damn thorough job,” I said grimly.

Sorin glanced at me. “I fear we may be treading on dangerous ground by disturbing this place. This civilization has been judged and found inferior. It has been removed by some fateful means. We shouldn’t tempt whatever power made the choice to remove it—be that power natural or otherwise.”

I squinted at him, not quite sure what he was getting at. He sounded like a superstitious nutjob—but was he, really? “Maybe we should keep away, but that signal is causing havoc back at the colony. We need to find the source and shut it down.”

We pushed farther into the ruins. The air was silent except for the crunching of grit beneath the ash under our boots.

Then, in the distance, I saw it—a flicker of light in the gloom, faint but unmistakable.

I stopped short, and Sorin nearly bumped into me.

“What is it?” he whispered.

“Lights,” I said. “Up ahead.”

He peered into the darkness. “That’s impossible. No one else should be out here.”

He was right, of course. We were supposed to be the only ones crazy enough to come poking around these ruins in the middle of the night.

So, who the hell was out here with us?

I didn’t like it. Not one bit.

I reached for my buzzblade. Pulling it free, I felt the reassuring weight of it in my hand. My thumb rubbed at the power switch.

“We need to check it out,” I said.

Sorin looked nervous. “Is that wise? Perhaps something has awakened out here—something besides ghosts. We should return to the colony and alert the others.”

I shook my head. “We don’t know anything yet. If there’s someone here, we need to know who it is and what they’re up to.”

The archivist took a deep breath through the bio-breather. “Very well. You seem to be a very stubborn man.”

Growing up, my mother would joke that ‘Stubborn’ was my middle name. Listening to my father, I had always thought it was ‘Dumbass.’ To be honest, my father probably had the right of it.

We crept forward, hugging the walls. The lights grew brighter as we approached some kind of central triangular structure. It was larger than most of the broken-teeth ruins. The walls were scarred black and crumbling up high. The base, however, was stable and intact.

I held up a hand, signaling Sorin to stop. We were close now. I could hear a voice—muffled and indistinct.

I strained my ears, trying to make out what the voice was saying, but it was no use. The acoustics in this place were all screwed up.

I motioned for Sorin to stay put, then began my slow advance, buzzblade at the ready. When I reached the rectangular entrance at the base of the building, I risked a quick peek around the corner of the crumbling walls.

There were work lights blazing inside. They were as bright as hell in the darkness, illuminating the ancient ruins like frigging spotlights.

A lone figure was hunched over some kind of device. He wasn’t talking, as I’d assumed. He was whistling and humming to himself.

Wires and circuits were scattered all around.

I inched closer. The solitary figure was engrossed in his work and didn’t seem to notice my approach. Taking another step, my boot caught on a high patch of the crunchy ash. The misstep sent a soft, grating sound echoing through the chamber. I cringed at the noise and silently cursed under my breath.

Way to screw the pooch, Tanner, I thought to myself.

“Who’s there?” said the figure, looking up.

With a grunt of disappointment, I stopped creeping around and stood tall.

The mystery man in the ruin was Billy Trent. The colony’s maintenance technician.

He looked just as shocked to see me as I was to see him. His eyes went wide, and his mouth fell open.

“Tanner?” he said. “What the fuck are you doing out here?”

I could ask him the same damn question, but I had a feeling I already knew the answer.

I leveled my buzzblade at him. “I think you better start explaining yourself, Billy. And fast.”

He held up his hands. “Take it easy, Tanner. I can explain.”

“You better. Because from where I’m standing, it looks like you’re messing with things you shouldn’t be.”

He swallowed hard. “It’s not what it looks like. I swear.”

“Then what is it, Billy? Because I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to be out here in the middle of the night, playing with alien tech.”

He glanced around nervously, like he was looking for a way out.

I took a step closer. “Don’t even think about it, man. You’re not going anywhere until you tell me what the hell is going on.”

His shoulders sagged in resignation. “All right, all right. I’ll talk. But you’re not going to like what I have to say.”

“I’ll decide that for myself. So, let me ask you one last time. What the hell are you doing out here?”

I kept my buzzblade trained on Billy. He looked guilty as hell. His breathing became shallow, and his eyes darted around like a cornered rat.

“Billy, this had better be good,” I growled.

He licked his lips nervously. “Okay, okay. I’ve been coming out here at night. Searching for artifacts in the ruins.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Looting artifacts? What kind of artifacts?”

“Looting?” he said, acting shocked. “Who said anything about looting?”

“That’s a bad word, but this looks like looting to me. What have you been taking?”

“Anything, really, but mostly rare artifacts. Valuable ones. There’s a lot of ancient tech buried in this place. Most of it doesn’t work, mind you, but it’s kind of cool anyway.”

I shook my head. “Let me guess, you’ve got a buyer somewhere? Someone willing to pay for this stuff?”

He looked away. “Not exactly. I’m under orders. From Hawkins.”

From somewhere behind, I heard the crunching of footsteps. Gripping the buzzblade, I readied myself.

Sorin stepped forward into the circle of brightness cast by the work light. “That’s a lie! Hawkins would never authorize such a thing. It’s my office who might give you such permissions, and I would never allow it, either!”

Billy held up his hands. “I swear, it’s the truth! He told me to find anything of value and bring it to him.”

I didn’t buy it for a second. I’d only just met Hawkins, but the security chief didn’t come across as an illicit technology broker. And he sure as hell wouldn’t send a guy like Billy out here to loot the ruins—alone.

No, this smelled like a setup. Billy was trying to cover his own ass by throwing Hawkins under the bus.

“Bullshit,” I said. “Hawkins didn’t order you to do a damn thing. You’re out here on your own. Stealing artifacts for your own gain.”

Billy’s face went pale. “No, no, that’s not true! I swear, Tanner, I’m just following orders!”

Sorin shook his head. “You’re a liar, Billy, and a thief. You’ve been caught red-handed.”

I had to agree with the archivist. Billy’s story didn’t add up. The guilty look on his face told me all I needed to know.

He was up to no good, and now he was trying to weasel his way out of it by implicating Hawkins.

Well, that shit wasn’t going to fly. I grabbed Billy by the collar and slammed him up against an ashy stone wall.

“Listen to me, you little dirt bag. You’re going to tell me the truth. Right now. Or I’m going to start cutting off body parts until you do.”

I snapped on the buzzblade for dramatic effect. It hummed and made the air around it blur.

Billy’s eyes went wide with fear. “Okay, okay! I’ll talk! Tanner, please.”

I let him go. He slumped against the wall, gasping for breath.

“From the beginning,” I said, placing the tip of the buzzblade near his chest. “And don’t leave anything out.”


Chapter 10

The night was growing chilly. Surface winds had picked up, blowing dust and ash over the ancient city. Grit worked its way into my eyes.

Alien stars glittered overhead. A million pinpricks of light. So different from the constellations back on Earth…

“All right, all right!” Billy gasped. “I admit it. I’ve been stealing artifacts from the ruins. Selling them to collectors around the colony. So the hell what?”

“Why?” I demanded.

He looked away. Shame was plastered all over his face like a neon holo-board.

“I needed the money,” he mumbled. “This… this was the only way.”

“What else do you have?” Sorin demanded. He came close and examined the sphere, with little excited puffs coming out of his weird mask-screen. He was either excited or enraged. It was hard to tell when you couldn’t see his face.

Billy fished out a small, metallic rod. It was covered in intricate, shifting symbols that never seem to repeat. Touching the symbols causes them to rearrange.

“The work of demons!” Sorin pronounced. “Aliens are essentially demons—you know that, don’t you?”

“Sure, sure,” I told him. “Everyone knows that.”

He couldn’t see my eyeroll, and that was probably a good thing.

“I’ve seen these before,” Sorin continued, doing that puffing thing again. “It’s believed to be a form of alien puzzle, a key to unlock advanced technology, or a device for storing vast amounts of information.”

Billy took advantage of our distraction. He started to do a dejected walk out of the ruins—but I wasn’t having any of that.

Disgusted, I shoved him back against the wall. More alien tech spilled out of his pockets, clattering to the ground. “You’re pathetic.”

I scooped up artifacts. Evidence of his crimes.

One was a translucent crystal shard that fit easily in the palm of my hand. “What’s this now?” I asked him.

“Musical jewelry, I think,” Billy said. “Girls like those.”

“What?”

“Put it up to your ear—no, give it a shake, first.”

Suspiciously, I did as he suggested. I brought it to my ear and gave it a shake. When held close, it emitted faint, melodic sound that change based on its orientation.

“What an oddity…” I said, lowering my hand. “These aliens are into trinkets.”

“There are theories about its purpose range from an alien musical instrument,” Billy told me, obviously trying to win me over. “It’s like a memory storage device, to a tool for accessing different dimensions or times.”

“You don’t know that!” Sorin boomed. He threw the other items on the dusty stones. “Who told you to collect these things for them?”

Billy studied his boots. “No one. Not really…”

“You’re coming with us,” I said. “We’re going to have a little chat with Hawkins. See what he has to say about your little side hustle.”

Billy’s face went white. He knew he was in deep shit. “Ah, man… don’t you guys get it? This colony is doomed. We’re all going to die here. I was just trying to make some money. I want to find a way back to Earth. With this stuff a man could start a new life.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. This guy was even more delusional than I thought.

“Earth? You really think you’re going to make it back to Earth? After selling a few stolen alien trinkets?”

Billy nodded. Like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “You know as well as I do these artifacts are worth a fortune. I could buy my way onto a transport. Leave this godforsaken planet behind.”

I shook my head. The man was living in a fantasy world.

“Listen to me, Billy. No one is going back to Earth. Not you. Not anyone. The colony stays on Acheron. For better or worse.”

As I said this, I did feel a pang of regret. After all, I was allowed to return to Earth. XCU could open a rift and let people return—it just cost too much. They’d rather let the whole colony die than pay a big bill.

Billy’s face fell. Reality sinking in. “But... this was supposed to be a Garden of Eden. It’s an ash heap. We’ll all die eventually.”

Sorin went off on a rant, then. All about the wonders of Earth and Humanity. He was a true believer.

I didn’t say anything. Maybe was right. Maybe this colony was doomed. They hadn’t brought out much terraforming equipment from Earth. It wasn’t supposed to be needed. But this place… it was lifeless. Burnt out.

Billy Trent looked up at me, pleading. “Don’t hand me over to Hawkins, Tanner. I can help you out if you agree to let me go.”

I scoffed. “Help me out how? Have you got another alien fidget-toy in your pocket?”

“Better. I have information about Dr. Renn. Just promise to let me go.”

That perked me up. I drew in a deep breath, choosing my next words carefully.

“Billy,” I said, “Have you ever used mental rehearsal?”

“What’s that?”

“It’s a type of visualization technique officers from XCU use. Keeps us mentally agile. Prepared.”

“Really?”

“Cross my heart,” I said, and I did it for dramatic effect. “And do you know what? In my mind, I just killed you sixteen different ways. Each time it was worse than the last. More screaming. As a matter of fact, I’ve already picked the one I’m going to use for reals if you don’t tell me everything you know about Dr. Renn.”

Billy eyes were now wide with fear. I didn’t know if he was shivering from the cold, or if he was just about to piss himself.

Sorin quickly inserted himself into my… ongoing investigation. “Billy, you will hand over all the alien tech you’ve gained thus far. All of it. If you agree to these terms, I’ll make certain Hawkins won’t exile you into the desert.”

I blinked in surprise at the idea of banishment. That had to be a death sentence on this world—there was nothing to eat out here. That might even be worse than what’d I’d been daydreaming about.

The mechanic nodded vigorously. “You have my word, sir.”

“Okay, tell me about Renn,” I said.

Billy took a deep breath. Flecks of ash clung to his face. “Dr. Renn was obsessed with the ruins. He spent nearly every day out here trying to decipher the ghost signal. He said he had isolated it. That the signal was coming from deep within the city. He seemed to think it held the key to unlocking the secret knowledge of the Ancients.”

I glanced at Sorin. He wasn’t taking this new information very well. He wanted to ban all this alien tech—not explore it.

“Where was Renn headed?” I asked, “When you last saw him?”

Billy pointed off into the darkness. “That way. Toward the center of the city. It’s where the signal is strongest.”

“Anything else?”

Billy shook his head. He dusted himself off and began to march away. I hooked him by the collar and dragged him back.

“Sorry, Billy. There’s been a slight change of plan. You’re going to lead us to the spot.”

Billy’s watery eyes nearly bulged from their sockets, and his Adam’s apple rose in a panic. I could tell he was thinking about running. His lizard brain had kicked in, and that was understandable. But I wasn’t done with the weasel yet.

“Don’t even think about running. You’re going to lead us to the source of the signal. Am I clear?”

He looked at Sorin, then back at me. He was trapped and he knew it.

We set off into the darkness, following Billy’s directions. I took out the hand light I had packed with me from the supply depot. The circle of brightness played over the ruins ahead of us. I hoped there really wasn’t anything out here that might take an interest.

We pressed on, deeper into the ruins. The structures loomed over us. Towering spires of metal and stone reached up to the sky.

Billy led the way, with me right behind him. Sorin trailed behind us, his mask shifting and flickering. He seemed on edge, and I couldn’t blame him. These ruins were perfect for an ambush.

As we got closer to the Core Spire, the tallest spike-shaped building in the ruined city, Billy’s pace quickened. He was eager—too eager.

Sorin stopped short. He shook his head. “I’m not going in there.”

I told Billy to hold up. The mechanic’s erratic behavior had me concerned. He had gone from a whimpering pussy to overly eager. “You two are driving me crazy. You sure you want to play chicken, Sorin? We might need you in there.”

He shook his head again. More forcefully this time. “No. I won’t do it. This spire is the center of alien evil on this world. I’ll stay out here and keep watch. If you do not return, I will light a candle in your honor.”

“That’s great…” I rubbed at my temples. “Suit yourself. But keep your comms switched on.”

Sorin held out his hand. “Give me the artifacts, Tanner. I’ll keep it safe.”

I hesitated. On finger rubbed at the rod and the strange, vibrating crystal.

“You can trust me,” Sorin urged. “I’ll be waiting right here when you return.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so, Sorin. I’ll be holding on to this stuff—for now.”

A muffled curse escaped from his breather. I smirked at his irritation. Sorin needed a reminder that I still had him on a leash. I didn’t give a damn about the artifacts, but I sure as hell wouldn’t give him what he wanted. I might even find a use for this junk at some point. You never knew.

“All right, Billy. It’s just you and me now. Let’s find Renn and get the hell out of here.”

Billy spun toward a high sweeping archway crumbling from the ravages of time.

“This way,” he said. “The central spire is this way.”

The interior was cavernous, and our footsteps echoed off the walls.

The ghostly remains of the ancient city kept me on edge, and I fingered the handle of my buzzblade. My training and instincts told me this was a dangerous situation. Billy knew this terrain better than I did—he could be planning to spring a trap.

As drew closer to the central structure, the air grew colder. Damper. I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being watched. Were there eyes in the darkness? Tracking our every move? Waiting to spring the trap?

“You know he’s going to destroy them, right?” Billy said.

“Destroy what?”

“The artifacts I found. The archivist hates anything to do with the Ancients.”

“You really think so? They don’t seem dangerous to me.”

Billy brightened. “They’re not! That guy is crazy! We should embrace the alien ruins and tech—preserve it!”

That line made me squint at him. Where had I heard those sentiments before…? Oh, yeah. From Hana Song. She was in the same camp as Billy. Or rather, Billy was probably simping for her, following her lead.

“That’s right,” he continued with sudden passion and a lowered voice. “Any artifacts Sorin can get his hands on are as good as gone. That would be a real crime!”

Did I really care what Sorin did with the artifacts? I wasn’t sure. Their preservation wasn’t actually a part of this mission—yet. But I was open to changing my mind about that. Sometimes, fixing whatever ailed a colony took an open mind.

“You’re really this wrapped up in these artifact, huh?”

Billy sighed. “Don’t you see? The archivist wants the colony to have a fresh start. To forget about the Ancients and their achievements. It’s wrong.”

I didn’t have time for this.

“Listen, Billy. I don’t care about the archivist’s agenda. Or the Ancients. Or any of that crap. I’m here to find Dr. Renn and the missing colonists, then I’m getting the hell off this rock.”

Billy looked crestfallen. “You’re getting away—but I’m not. It’s unfair. I didn’t board a colony ship leaving Earth. My parents did.”

I didn’t answer. The guy had a point—life wasn’t fair. Not even slightly.

Billy led the way like he knew exactly where he was going. I had a feeling he’d been in here before, digging around like a raccoon raiding garbage cans at night. He found the entrance to the core spire without making a misstep.

Billy halted suddenly. We were at a dark, yawning maw in the structure’s side. It looked like the mouth of a giant beast that was waiting to swallow us whole.

“You first,” I said. Nodding toward the opening.

Billy shook his head. “No way, man. I’m not going in there.”

First Sorin? Now Billy? Were all the men on this colony sissies?

“Listen,” I said, laying a heavy hand on his jumpsuit shoulder. “Do you actually think I’m going to catch you in a colonial crime, then let you lead me to some dark hole so you can watch me walk inside? You’ve got another thing coming.”

Billy squirmed in my grip. “I can’t, man. I’m too scared.”

I scoffed. “Scared of what? The dark? The boogeyman?”

Billy’s eyes widened. “No, man. The guardians. There are… things that protect this place. They’ll kill us if we go in there.”

“Guardians? What the hell are you talking about?”

Billy swallowed hard. “The Ancients. They left them here. To protect their secrets. Dr. Renn found out about them. That’s why he disappeared.”

I looked over my shoulder, back toward the entrance to this zone of the ruins. Old Sorin hadn’t been interested in getting this close. Was there a reason? Or were these guys just scared of the dark?

“Why didn’t you tell me about these guardians? You never mentioned anything like that before now.”

Billy looked evasive. He gave a little shrug. “Slipped my mind…”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Here’s what I think was going on inside the two braincells you have that still operate. You figured you’d mention Renn to get me down here. Then, you thought I’d charge into some hole and get myself killed, with any luck. Am I getting warm now?”

“That’s crazy, Tanner. I’d never do that!” He didn’t even bother to look at me as he said this. He was a poor liar.

“Billy… you remember how I said I’d kill you if you lied to me again? Do you?”

“Yeah…”

“Well, you’re going in there, buddy. Whether you like it or not. So, do you want to take a chance with your ghosts—or with me?”

Billy struggled and tried to break free, but I was stronger. I shoved him toward the entrance, and he stumbled, falling to his knees. “Get in there, Billy. Now. Go find Dr. Renn for me.”

In one quick, fluid motion, I stood over him, my buzzblade humming in my hand. Billy gulped and made an unhappy face. But finally, he turned and crawled into the darkness. I watched him disappear, and then I had another thought.

Was I being double-played? Was he escaping right now? Was all of this crap about guardians and Dr. Renn just an excuse to escape?

Cursing, I followed Billy into the unknown.


Chapter 11

I had a really good view of Billy’s butt as we crawled into the darkness. As a bonus, the air inside the core spire was stale. It was worse than stale, it was musty and suffocating. Like it hadn’t been circulated for centuries.

We’d only gone maybe ten meters before the ceiling was high enough to stand and walk. That’s about when the entrance sealed shut behind me with a heavy thud.

“What the hell…?”

“I told you! This place… it’s not dead. Not completely.”

All of Billy’s insane-sounding warnings about guardian ghosts seemed more credible now. The core spire was active. Maybe even… alive?

“Are you sure Dr. Renn came down here?” I asked.

“Getting scared, huh?”

I glared at him. “Just answer the question.”

“Yeah… The signal comes from this structure. Once he figured that out, he was half-crazy to come inside and have a look around. He never came back.”

“You just let him do it, didn’t you?”

Billy shrugged. “He was the officer. The big cheese scientist. What was I supposed to do?”

“Was anyone else out here when you met Renn?”

“Nope. Everyone else is scared of this place—just like you are.”

Snorting, I didn’t answer his taunt. Billy had a point. I couldn’t very well blame him for my being here, as I’d insisted all along.

At least we were likely to find out what happened to Renn—and I was beginning to think that was going to turn out to be something bad.

Twenty more paces. That’s all we made it before a scream pierced the darkness. Billy’s scream. It was abruptly cut short, replaced by a sickening crunch.

Inch by inch, I crept forward through the gloom.

Up ahead, I spotted a faint light. It flickered and wavered in the oppressive darkness.

Slowly, carefully, I moved toward the light. My training had kicked in and my sense were on high alert. I was ready for any whiff of danger. Ready to hand out a beat down.

And that’s when I saw Billy. Or rather, I saw what was left of him.

His body had been utterly torn apart. Shredded into gory ribbons of flesh, like he’d been put through an industrial-sized meat grinder.

Blood was splattered everywhere, painting the walls and floor in a crimson hue. Billy’s guts and entrails were spilled out across the ground in a tangled mess.

Poor bastard. His fate was sealed the moment he came out here to the ruins. I’d been wrong to force him to come down here… but he’d been such a weasel. So obviously lying and stealing…

There was a saying back home. Fuck around and find out. Well, poor Billy had effed around and found out. Big time.

I pushed the gruesome sight of Billy’s twisted form out of my thoughts. I need to quickly assess my situation.

It was bad. Real goddamn bad.

Something powerful had done this to him. Something big enough to inflict this level of devastation on a human body. Was it a trap? Or a guardian, like he’d talked about?

I pulled out a hand light and scanned the area, searching for any clue or sign of what could have brutally butchered Billy.

That’s when I noticed a dark patch. A hulking shadow that slowly detached itself from the deeper darkness, moving with an unsettling fluidity.

The thing was massive. Utterly alien and unlike anything I’d ever encountered before in all my years of fighting freaks on various worlds.

Tentacles writhed around the nightmarish form. Baleful red eyes glowed like embers in the oppressive gloom.

It had to be one of the guardians. The ancient horrors Billy had warned me about. It was coming straight for me, bearing down on my position with terrifying speed.

This guardian must be what happened to Dr. Renn. Why he’d disappeared without a trace on his last expedition. He’d found this thing, this guardian. And I could only imagine that it had killed him for intruding. This thing looked like it could slaughter a man and make sausage out of him before he was done screaming.

I quickly glanced around the chamber, looking for anything to give me a fighting chance. There was nothing much, only viscera. Right then and there, I decided I’d stand a better chance out in the ruins—but the door leading outside was sealed tight.

“Shit!” I needed to get that door open again—somehow.

I stumbled backwards through the chamber, the guardian in pursuit. I thrust the buzzblade at the creature, but the weapon felt useless in my hand. A mere toy against an alien horror that sought to grind me into red goo.

I dashed behind a crumbling pillar to my left. It was too big to fit back here. I just needed a few seconds to plan. Of course, that eldritch looking son-of-a-bitch had other ideas. Its tentacles lashed out, wrapping around the ancient stone and crushing it to dust. I barely rolled away, as fragments of rock zipped across the room, scarring the walls like a spray of bullet impacts.

“Fuck!” The thing was fast.

Sprinting across the chamber, my boots slipped on the gore-slicked floor. The hand light fell from my grasp, but it was still doing its job. The ground-level illumination cast long shadows on the walls, making the creature appear even more menacing.

The guardian was almost upon me, its raspy sounding metallic tentacles got louder. I dodged and crawled, but the thing was still after me. I reached an area where the chamber’s musty smell had vanished, replaced by the overwhelming stench of decay. Was that the remains of Dr. Renn? I had no time to check.

There was no time to think. Just act.

I scooped up a handful of viscera and hurled it at the guardian’s twisted face. The foul substance splattered across its eyes, momentarily blinding it. Its tentacles flailed wildly.

Using the distraction to put some distance between us, I frantically searched for anything that could help me survive. That’s when a panel next to the sealed door caught my attention. A glyph on the panel glowed with a soft blue light.

I recognized an alien glyph when I saw one—but what was it for? Pushing on it did nothing.

Digging in my pocket, I pulled out one of the odd artifacts I’d confiscated from Billy. It was the rod shaped one that sort of resembled a key.

Unfortunately, I’d been distracted. A tentacle slammed into me, sending me flying across the chamber. I crashed into the far wall, the air driven from my lungs. I looked at my empty left hand, cursing my clumsiness. The ferocity of the impact had knocked the alien artifact from my grasp. Gasping for breath, I desperately looked around the room.

There. Across the room. Next to the sealed door.

To my surprise, it was glowing, pulsing with the same soft blue light as the panel.

The guardian advanced. Below the wriggling mass of blood-stained tentacles, its gaping maw was lined with circular rows of razor-sharp teeth. They were metal—dark metal. They had to be. This was the meat grinder that had finished Billy.

Suddenly, the guardian lunged, but I was ready. In a practiced burst of energy, I rolled to the side and was on my feet, running toward the only way out. Toward the artifact.

A tentacle slapped at my boot, but I stomped my foot free.

Reaching down, I scooped up the glowing metal key. It was in my hand again. I formed a tight fist, not wanting to let go of it again.

That fist pounded on the closed door. But the damned thing remained sealed shut. I had to think fast.

I held the artifact up, pointing it toward the sealed door. The guardian was nearly upon me now, its tentacles lashing out, eager to tear me apart.

My next move was to press the glyph that matched the glowing glyph on the panel. For a moment, nothing happened. Dare I press it again? The guardian was mere feet away.

The door groaned. It was trying to open. With a pneumatic hiss, the seal released. The door lifted open to reveal the crumbling ruins of the outside world once again.

The cool night air beyond washed over my sweating face.

I didn’t hesitate. I lunged forward just as the guardian’s tentacles slammed into the spot where I’d been standing moments before. I hit the ground hard, rolling to my feet and sprinting into the ruins.

Behind me, I could hear the guardian’s enraged raspy roars. It pursued me with a rolling gait—but it seemed slower out here in the open. Maybe it wasn’t built for running over open ground.

I pushed myself harder than I had for a couple of planets, now. Faster than I thought I was capable of. Ran until my legs felt like rubber and my heart was fit to explode.

That alien monstrosity wasn’t going to stop. There was no way it would let me escape unless it had no options. It would keep pursuing me to the ends of Acheron if need be. The thing wanted my blood, and I silently apologized to Billy for having doubted him.

Sprinting through the streets and alleyways of the ruined alien city, my boots pounded against the soft ash. The goddamn stuff was slowing me down, making my job twice as hard. I could hear the metallic scraping of the guardian’s tentacles dragging over the stone ruins behind me.

I had to stop this thing. Put it down for good before it could kill again. I looked at the buzzblade still in my hand and knew that wasn’t the solution. In a swift and practiced motion, I strapped the weapon back to my leg.

My eyes darted around frantically, searching for anything that might give me a fighting chance. That’s when I spotted the industrial lights of Billy’s ill-advised dig site.

There had to be something useful there.

I burst into the bright lights and looked around for anything of use. Leaning against a wall was a large satchel. I unzipped the bag and spilled its contents on the ground.

Bingo. An explosive charge and a flare. Not much, but it would have to do.

I whirled around to face the ancient guardian, explosives gripped tight in one hand and the flare in the other.

The thing was almost on top of me now. Close enough that I could see my reflection in those red eyes. They were cameras, I realized that now. Infrared cameras. What a nightmare…

It lunged at me with horrifying speed, metal tentacles lashing out to ensnare and rend.

I dodged to the side at the last second, barely avoiding the deadly appendages, but lost my footing in the soft ash. Ash filled my mouth and eyes. I rolled over on my back, expecting the worst.

Its meat-grinding maw stared back at me. Now was my chance. I lit the flare and hurled it straight into the guardian’s gaping maw. The explosive followed a split second later. Right down the thing’s throat.

I rolled back onto my stomach and covered my head, bracing for the impending blast. The explosion rocked the ruins, sending chunks of stone and metal flying in all directions. I could hear the guardian rattling and rasping in what I hoped was AI agony as the detonation tore through its insides.

Peeking up from behind my arms, I saw the thing thrashing and convulsing, tentacles flailing wildly. Black oils or ichor poured from its ravaged form, sizzling and hissing as it splattered on the ground.

The guardian staggered drunkenly, its movements jerky and uncoordinated. It looked like it was on its last legs.

But it wasn’t dead yet. And it was still coming for me, with murder in those hell-red eyes. I moved to slide past it—but didn’t quite get away cleanly. A metal tentacle snaked out and wrapped around my ankle, yanking me off balance.

I hit the ground hard, my skull bouncing off the unforgiving stone. Colors exploded across my vision.

The guardian dragged me toward it, reeling me in like a fish on a line. I could see its mangled jaws opening wide, ready to finish me. I twisted and thrashed, trying to break free from the guardian’s iron grip. But it was no use. The thing had me dead to rights.

I scrabbled at my belt, fingers closing around the hilt of my buzzblade. With a snarl of defiance, I slashed at the tentacle holding me.

The keen edge bit deep into the metal, sparks flying. The guardian shrieked, a piercing electronic wail. Its grip loosened just enough. I wrenched myself free, rolling to the side as another tentacle smashed down where I’d been a heartbeat before.

I came up in a crouch, buzzblade held at the ready. The guardian loomed over me, striking a horrid silhouette against the stars. It lunged again, tentacles lashing out like whips. I hacked and slashed, severing the deadly appendages left and right.

More of that dark liquid sprayed, sizzling where it touched my skin. It was shockingly hot, at least the temperature of boiling water. I gritted my teeth against the pain and kept fighting.

The guardian was weakening, its movements growing sluggish and erratic. I pressed my advantage, raining down blows on its ravaged form.

With a final, convulsive shudder, the thing collapsed. It twitched once, twice, then lay still.

I stood over the fallen guardian, chest heaving with exertion. I’d killed the damn thing. But I wasn’t out of the woods yet. Far from it.

I looked down at myself. I was a mess. Covered in cuts, bruises and burns. My clothes were shredded and soaked with blood. Some of it was even mine. I could feel the wounds throbbing, the sting of dirt and grit in the lacerations. I knew I needed medical attention, and it was a pretty long walk back to the colony base.

For a moment, I considered limping back. Getting patched up and calling for evac.

But no. I couldn’t do that. Not yet.

I had to know if Renn was still alive. What if he was down there right now, breathing his last breath? Hadn’t I just killed the guardian, the thing that Billy had been so fearful of?

There couldn’t be more than one of these monsters… could there?

So, instead of limping for help and having some pretty nurse stitch me up, I tore strips of cloth from my ruined shirt. I bound these dubious items over the worst of my injuries. It wasn’t pretty, but it would have to do for now. At least I knew I wasn’t going to get tetanus from this dirt. There was nothing living in it—nothing that could infect a man from Earth.

Then, with one last look at the dead guardian, I turned and headed back toward the core spire. I had hoped to run into the archivist. To share with him what had happened to Billy. I could tell him about the alien artifact, too, how it was key for at least one of the doors down there. What other tricks might that metal rod have hidden on its oddly angled surface?

Looking around and bellowing for Sorin for several minutes, I at last came to the conclusion he’d beat it back to the colony base.

Had I really expected him to stick around?

I inhaled deeply, taking in the cool night air of Acheron. I looked down at the shredded jumpsuit Billy had given me back at the shop.

“Well, Tanner,” I said to myself, “this still beats the poncho.”


Chapter 12

After returning to the core spire entrance, it took me a full minute of stretching and deep-breathing exercises to get myself to slide back inside.

As I moved deeper into the alien structure. I felt like a rat who’d tried to get the cheese once and had his whiskers shaved off. Everything made me jump, even if it was just a pebble shifting under my boots.

Every cell in my body screamed that this place was a death trap waiting to spring shut. There were plenty of new traps down here, too. Nothing as bad as the guardian, but still deadly.

I’d already narrowly dodged a deadfall, nearly got crushed by a sliding stone block, and ducked at the last second to avoid losing my head to a vicious blade.

I had to give these crafty Ancients credit—they sure as hell knew how to protect their secrets with lethal ingenuity.

Earlier, I’d retrieved my hand light from the chamber splattered with Billy’s remains. It was surprisingly bright, and I used its glow to light my way through the darkness. I had also pilfered Billy’s comms radio from the sack I had rummaged through during the fight with the guardian. You never knew when something like a radio would come in handy—or vitally necessary.

Naturally, I’d thought about contacting the colony base for help, but I’d passed on that idea. What was I going to tell them? That I’d broken every rule anyone had given me since I’d come to Acheron? That I’d ignored warnings, collaborated with thieves and gotten Billy’s ass killed deep in some maze of stone and circuitry?

I may be a fool, but I didn’t like for everyone to know it. No, I was going to search this place for Renn then head back to safety on foot.

The inside of the towering spire was a hollow, twisting maze, a disorientating honeycomb of strange, cyclopean stone structures that seemed to defy the sensibilities of Earther geometry.

I ducked into one narrow passageway, then another, keeping my eyes peeled for any sign of Renn, any clue to his whereabouts.

But there was nothing. Zippo. Not a single trace of the obsessed scientist. Even the pile of old blood and bones I found were clearly from some other colonists, not Renn. I recalled Hawkins having told me a few other men had vanished out here with him. That must be who I’d found.

As I passed trap after trap, I got better at it. They were repetitive. Had robots like that guardian fashioned these things? Mantraps made to stop a man just like me?

I was beginning to entertain the idea that maybe, just maybe, I’d gotten myself hopelessly lost in this labyrinth. Yet what could I do but press on, delving ever deeper into the trapped ruins of the central core?

I turned a corner, then second—then another. The passages all looked the same. I was starting to lose track of where I’d been, which way was out.

“Damn it…” I cursed under my breath. At least I hadn’t encountered another one of those meat-grinding guardians. One had been quite enough.

I needed to find a way to mark my path. I wanted to leave a trail of some kind, so I had a shot of navigating back out of this ancient puzzle.

Digging in my pockets, I hoped I had something I could use. But I came up frustratingly empty. I might need to have some words with the person who packed for this excursion. I smiled. That particular lunkhead would be me.

I would need to improvise. I’d have to get creative.

I fired up my trusty buzzblade.

“Time to start making some breadcrumbs.”

Using my buzzblade, I scored crude arrows into the stone walls as I went, pointing the way back with each turn.

Hana Song might have taken issue with my methods, but what did I care? I wasn’t an ancient-alien-hugger. Damaging a few alien walls was preferable to getting completely turned around down in this maze.

What concerned me was why I hadn’t found any trace of Renn down here at all. No scrap of a lab coat or an XCU-issued uniform. What if I was just going in circles, hopelessly lost, until I succumbed to exhaustion or some hidden trap?

Four hours passed. I stopped for a quick calorie dump—then a real one.

The CPSC had a slim selection of high protein, high calorie meal in a pouch. It was like squeezing tasteless peanut butter into your mouth and I washed it down with a swig of water.

After six hours, my pride had finally been snuffed out. I decide to try the Billy’s comm radio. It was your basic, no frills, field comm. I turned it on and pressed the PTT button.

“Acheron Colony this is Tanner. Over”

All I got was static. Nothing but goddamn static. I looked it over, checking for obvious signs of damage. The visual inspection checked out.

“Just try it again,” I muttered.

This time when I attempted to use it, the thing emitted a loud, piercing signal that nearly blew out my eardrums. I cursed under my breath, rubbing my ringing ears. Smoke seeped from the innards of the ruined device. It may not have been damaged before, but now it was completely fried.

I wondered if that was the ghost signal everyone kept talking about? It seemed likely, given the proximity to the spire and the way it had wrecked the radio in an instant.

By my estimation, I was close to the core now. Very close. I also assumed the signal was emanating from inside this ancient alien structure. Any delicate equipment didn’t stand a chance out here. The signal would fry it in an instant, rendering it useless.

Maybe that was why Renn had never called in for help to the colony base?

Was it my imagination, or could I feel the ‘ghost pulses’ thrumming through the air?

“All right, you alien-huggers. What other secrets are you hiding down here?”

I tossed the busted radio aside. So much for calling for backup. Looks like I was well and truly on my own now. Billy was dead. And who knew what the hell had happened to Sorin. He’d probably high-tailed it back to his safe office at the colony base.

Before taking one more step, I needed a plan. I couldn’t just go rushing onward, half-cocked. I had to be smart about this—careful.

One more wrong move and I’d end up like Billy. Or worse if that was even possible…

I took a deep breath, trying to clear my head, to think past the adrenaline surging through my veins.

Come on, Tanner, think. I had to approach this tactically, to treat it like any other mission. Assess the risks, formulate a strategy, then execute with precision. No room for error.

This kind of situation was exactly what I hated about working for XCU sometimes. The feeling of being a pawn in someone else’s game. It really sucked balls.

But orders were orders, and I had a job to do. Time to stop standing around and get to it. Renn was counting on me—or he was rotting in the dust. It was time to figure out which one it was. In my mind, the odds were against him being alive at this point—but who knew?

Another hour came and went. A new foe presented itself: I was beat. Exhausted down to the bone. My muscles ached and burned from the constant tension, the endless close calls with death. I could feel the fatigue dragging at me like lead weights.

And then there were the injuries. The guardian had beaten the crap out of me. Cuts and bruises were everywhere. I think I might have cracked a rib or two. Every breath sent a lance of pain through my chest now and then, just for funnsies.

After nine hours, I had to face facts. I couldn’t keep this up. I was done for today. Defeated, as much as I hated to admit it. I needed to retreat, get back to the colony base and reassess, regroup, resupply, and come up with a real plan of attack. Not some ticky-tack half ass plan. Whatever was happening here on Acheron, it wasn’t going to be solved in a day.


Chapter 13

The walk out to the ruins had been easy. Coming back was proving to be a bitch.

It was so late by the time I got out of the spire that it was early. My feet dragged across the ashy nothingness known as the Gray Plain. Its rolling hills now felt like mountains. Each step was a herculean effort, my body screaming at me to just lie down and rest.

I thought about using the comms unit to call for a rescue—but passed on the idea. Maybe some people thought I was dead—and that could be useful. In any case, calling for help when didn’t really need it would show weakness. That was the last thing a man from XCU wanted to show anybody.

So, I pushed on. Had to.

As I walked, I turned over what I’d learned in my head. It wasn’t much, but it was a start. I needed to report back to Hawkins, to tell him what I’d found. Maybe together we could piece together what the hell was going on here.

And then there was the problem of poor Billy Trent. We should probably send a team out ASAP to scrape that poor bastard off the floor.

Lastly, I wondered what had happened to Archivist Sorin. That slippery priss had apparently given up and left before I returned from the spire—not that I could totally blame him for that.

First light was breaking over the Acheronian horizon, and I saw the colony base up ahead as I came down the last hill.

Frigging finally. I’d been hoofing for hours across that damned ash plain. Every muscle in my body ached. I was dead on my feet.

Fresh air washed over me as I entered the colonial complex. It smelled like life, at least, rather than the odorless nothingness of the Gray Plain.

Following the holo-directories, I stumbled into the Med-Bay, barely able to keep my eyes open. The pretty doc, Layla Wei, looked up from her desk. She had this perky, slightly manic energy about her. Like she’d been hitting the stims a little too hard.

“Officer Tanner? You look like hell!” she chirped, bouncing over to me. Her eyes were a little too bright, her smile a little too wide.

I grunted in response, easing myself onto an exam table. “It was a rough night,” I managed.

“Let me take a look at you.” She started poking and prodding at me, chattering away a mile a minute.

I tuned her out and tried to think about nothing. Instead, my mind wandered to the ruins. The traps and the signal. And that... thing that killed Billy.

Layla pressed on a particularly sore spot, and I hissed in pain. “Looks like you’ve got some nasty hematomas here. Maybe a cracked rib or two.”

She worked a molecular printer sealing up injuries. The wand was stitching me back together on a cellular level. Fancy tech for a colony. They usually couldn’t build their own, and older colonies didn’t have them at all. Fortunately, these guys had only landed a few years ago.

The smell of knitting skin made my nose twitch. I winced and shifted on the table. “Listen doc, I’m going to need something to perk me up. And maybe a stimshot to keep me going. I’ve got an investigation underway.”

She frowned at me. “Tanner, you’re in no condition to be going anywhere. You need rest.”

I shook my head stubbornly. “No can do, doc. I can rest when I’m dead.”

Layla looked like she wanted to argue, but something in my expression must have stopped her. She shrugged. “Fine. I have no jurisdiction to stop you.”

As a final step, Layla sprayed antibiotic crap over my injuries and seals. There was some pain reliever in that stuff. I felt the ache in my muscles and bones subsiding.

“That ought to do it,” Wei said, clicking off the wand.”

I sat up, testing my range of motion. No pain. I was impressed. “Thanks, doc. Hey, have you seen Archivist Sorin around?”

Wei shook her head. “No, I haven’t seen him. Didn’t he come back with you?” Her tone was serious. “Tanner, did you leave him out there? What happened to you out there?”

I hesitated. I wasn’t sure how much I should tell her. Hell, I wasn’t sure how much I even understood myself. But there was no point in hiding the truth. The colony needed to know what the score was.

“Billy, Sorin and I were out at the ruins last night. We were investigating that signal.”

Layla’s eyes widened. “You went out there for that? To the ruins at night? Are you insane?”

“Probably, but never mind that. We ran into some trouble,” I said. “One of those guardian things—have you heard of them?”

She nodded slowly, with big eyes. “People have reported sightings of something that could move on its own out there. Are you confirming these rumors?”

“I am.” I paused then, unsure how to proceed. “Listen doc, there’s something you should know… the thing got Billy. He’s dead.”

“Billy’s dead?” She repeated. Her eyes widened as the reality of it struck home. “Oh my god.” Dr. Wei looked genuinely shocked.

I nodded grimly. “Damn thing tore him to shreds right in front of me. I barely got away myself.”

Layla’s face went pale. She looked like she might be sick. Maybe I’d shared too much. I didn’t expect to need kid gloves when talking with a doctor. How’d she ever graduate from medical school?

Dr. Wei began pacing, running her hands through her hair. “I have to tell Erik. He needs to know about this.”

“Erik?”

Dr. Wei gave me an exasperated look. “Erik Hawkins. He’s the chief of security, Tanner. If there’s a threat to the colony, he needs to know about it.”

Oh yeah, Security Chief Hawkins had a first name: Erik.

She tapped her comm badge. “Erik, it’s Layla. We have a situation. Billy... he might be dead. Tanner just informed me.”

Might be dead? I thought. No, Billy was wet pile of sausage filing.

I could hear Hawkins’ voice over the comm, demanding answers. I didn’t stick around to listen. I had to find Sorin before he knew I was looking for him.

I headed for the door. If Sorin was still out at the ruins somewhere, he was in serious danger. Those guardians—assuming there were more of them—weren’t messing around.

Dr. Wei called after me, but I ignored her.

Heading over to the terraformed zone, I found myself walking faster. The good doctor had done well.

The hydroponic domes loomed ahead, a splash of green in the endless gray. I couldn’t help but admire the effort it took to terraform this damn rock.

There was some coffee and donuts on a table at the entrance to the main dome. I ate my fill. That was a breakfast of champions, and it did me a lot of good.

I found Hana inside, tending to her plants. She looked up as I entered, her eyes widening in surprise.

“Tanner… I heard about what happened to Billy. I…” she lowered her eyes. “I can’t believe he’s gone.”

News spread real frigging fast around here! It shouldn’t come as a surprise in a colony this size. Billy’s death was probably being broadcast all over the comm frequencies.

I nodded grimly. “It was bad, Hana. Really bad. There’s something in the ruins... it’s evil and a killer.”

She rubbed her face. “I warned him not to go out there. I told him it was dangerous. But he wouldn’t listen.”

I could see the pain in her eyes. She and Billy had been close, even if he was a thieving bastard.

“I’m sorry, Hana. I know this must be hard for you—for the entire colony.”

“What was he doing out in the ruins?” Her voice was distant and filled with sorrow.

There was no sense lying to protect a dead man. “He was looting. Looking for artifacts and tech.”

She shook her head in disbelief. “No, Billy wouldn’t do that. He didn’t share my feelings about the ruins—but looting and stealing from them?”

“He did. It’s hard to hear the truth about those we care about,” I said.

Her face suddenly became an emotionless mask. “I cared about the man I thought he was. But stealing those artifacts... that’s unforgivable. Those belong to the Ancients. To our descendants as well. How could he betray me like that?”

Hmm… Now, that was an abrupt change of heart. She might have been a sweet girl to look at, but also a fickle one. “Greed makes people do stupid things. Billy got in over his head. Paid the price for it.”

At least that was the way I saw it. Billy may have disagreed, back when he’d been staring at the tip of my buzzblade. But like I said. He’d got in over his head.

“I understand, now…” Hana looked at me, something like admiration in her eyes. “You stopped him, didn’t you? You saved the artifacts.”

“Uh…” I said, then I nodded slightly. “Didn’t have much choice. Couldn’t let him get away with it.”

Hana smiled then, a real smile. “Thank you, Tanner. You did the right thing. I know it couldn’t have been easy.”

I looked away, uncomfortable with the praise. She didn’t need to know Billy had been torn apart by a monster.

“Yeah, well… Someone’s got to keep this place from falling into lawlessness. Might as well be me.”

My stomach was growling something fierce. Probably a side effect of Dr. Wei’s procedures and my substandard breakfast.

“By chance, is that food offer of yours still good?”

Hana smiled and told me it would just take a moment. She hurried off, bouncing from plant to plant like a butterfly. Returning, she laid out a spread of hydroponic veggies, eggs from some of her flock of space-chickens and some kind of soy protein. Not exactly five-star dining, but I wasn’t about to be picky.

We sat there, chewing in silence for a while. Hana had a faraway look in her eyes. She was probably thinking about Billy. And those damn artifacts.

“You know, Tanner,” she said finally. “I think Billy killed Dr. Renn. Out there in the ruins.”

I almost choked on my bite of carrot.

“What makes you say that?” I asked, trying not to seem shocked by her revelation.

She shrugged. “Just a feeling. Billy was obsessed with those artifacts. He would have done anything to get his hands on them.”

She had a point. But murder? That was a whole other level.

“And Dr. Renn…” she continued, “he warned us about the dangers of the ruins. Said we shouldn’t be messing with the Ancients’ technology. That we didn’t understand it.”

I’d heard Renn say the same thing myself. The man was paranoid as hell about those ruins.

“You think Billy shut him up?” I asked. “Permanently?”

Hana looked at me, her eyes hard. “I think it’s a possibility. I don’t like to think about it.”

I pushed away my empty plate. This just kept getting better and better.

“What about you?” I asked. “What do you think we should do with all this ancient junk?”

Hana’s face lit up. “Study it. Learn from it. The Ancients...they were so advanced. Their technology, their culture—it’s all a dream come true for me.”

I snorted. The logic of alien-huggers never made sense to me. “How is that any different from Billy’s looting? I thought you said these things were sacred. If that’s true, shouldn’t they just be left alone?”

Hana rolled her eyes like she was talking to a child.

“Imagine the possibilities. We have so much to gain from understanding the Ancients.” Her voice was calm, probably a little too calm. I thought about the rod that operated like a key. It was still in my pocket. I mentally passed on the idea of telling her about it. These do-dads were like holy relics to her kind.

“Look at where all their fancy tech got them,” I said. “Wiped out, that’s what. Leaving nothing but dust and ruins behind.”

She shook her head stubbornly. “We’re not them, Tanner. We can be better. Smarter. We can learn from their mistakes.”

I wasn’t so sure about that. But I could see there was no arguing with her. Hana was true believer.

“Well, all right. You do your thing. Study, preserve, whatever. I’ll do mine.”

“Which is?”

“To stabilize the colony by any means necessary. I’m here to keep this place from going to hell in a handbasket.”

That made her smile again. “I knew you were one of the good ones. I’m glad you’re here.”

Hana was looking at me with those big doe eyes of hers. She had that look—a look I knew well. She was getting ideas.

“You know Tanner, it can get pretty lonely out here,” she said, her voice soft all of a sudden. “We have a very small gene pool for a colony girl like me to work with.”

Her offer caught me by surprise. Uh-oh… I felt some movement happening down below…

“I have to think about the future,” she said. “About... collecting good genes. When I can.” She gave me a serious look.

I nearly choked on my protein mash. Was she suggesting what I thought she was suggesting?

“Uh… Hana...?” I started, but she cut me off.

“Shh. Don’t overthink it. Let’s just... see where the day takes us.” She smiled, looking coy.

Well, hell. Who was I to argue with that?

We spent the day together, talking, laughing. Hana showed me around the hydroponics bay. Her plants. Her pride and joy.

And I tried my damnedest not to let any thought of Tina get in the way of a good time.

As the colony lights dimmed for the night cycle, things took a turn. Hana led me back to her quarters. She gave me that look again. Apparently, it was gene-collection time.

I’m not one to kiss and tell. But let’s just say Hana made good on her word. Multiple times. The woman had stamina, I’ll give her that.

Afterwards, we lay there, and I passed out hard for a time. When I woke up, Hana was plucking at my chest hairs.

The whole thing felt good. Real good. This had to be the first happy moment I’d managed to experience on Acheron. I could almost forget about the shitty ruins with those deathtraps. That face that Renn had almost certainly been blendered by a guardian—all that stuff.

But I couldn’t forget Sorin. Not really. I’d tried to contact him several times since I’d returned to the colony base. There had been no response at all. He was hiding somewhere. Others had seen him alive, so I knew he wasn’t out at the ruins still.

When I finally unwrapped Hana from my body and started pulling on my clothes, she pouted at me. Her kiss-swollen lips and tousled hair were still enticing.

“Leaving so soon?”

I leaned down, kissed her hard. “Duty calls. You know how it is.”

She sighed, flopping back on the pillows. “Fine. But don’t be a stranger, Tanner. My door is always open.”

I smirked. “Don’t you mean my genes are always welcome?”

Then I was out the door and on my way. It looked like I was going to have to find Sorin in person.


Chapter 14

“Tanner?” It was Hawkins. His voice was cold and loud. The security chief stood in front of me, his face twisted in anger. He held a pulse-rifle pointed square at my chest.

I slowly raised my hands. “Easy, Hawkins. What’s this about?”

“Billy’s dead. That’s what this is about. Our best damn mechanic, gone. And for what? Some goddamn alien baubles?”

I shook my head. “There was a guardian in the ruins. It killed him before I could—”

“Save it,” Hawkins snapped. “I don’t want to hear your excuses. You XCU fuckers are supposed to keep people alive. In this case, you should have brought Billy home safe. Not let him get slaughtered by some ancient monstrosity.”

I gritted my teeth and bit back my retort. Hawkins was just hurting, lashing out. I couldn’t blame him… much.

“You’re coming with me, Tanner.” His voice was ice. He never lowered his weapon, never took his eyes off me.

I was at a crossroads. Did I take the chief down and become a fugitive here in the colony? Or did I go nicely to wherever he had in mind?

I stood there, hands still raised. Waiting. If I went for Hawkins, I wouldn’t have time to go for my buzzblade. He was certain to be a well-trained security officer, and I’d need to incapacitate him quickly.

Hawkins jerked his head toward the hallway leading to the colony’s central hub. “Come on, move. And don’t try anything stupid. I won’t hesitate to put you down. You should know, this rifle has a hair-trigger, and I’m in a bad mood.”

I believed him. Hawkins seemed to be a good man. But he was also a man pushed to the edge. Grief and anger could make people do terrible things.

I’d learned over the years it wasn’t an XCU rescue mission if it didn’t go off the rails.

Hawkins marched me through the colony’s empty “streets” which were really just gravel paths between their modules. The pulse-rifle never left my back.

“Where we headed, chief?” I asked.

“The brig.”

“Then what?”

“Then your ass is getting airmailed back to Earth. You won’t be getting a five-star review, either.”

If Hawkins reported me and sent me back to Earth, I’d be finished. XCU didn’t tolerate that kind of failure. It cost too much to ship an agent out here. I hadn’t found Dr. Renn, and I hadn’t done much to help out here, that was obviously true. Since I’d arrived, in fact, there’d been an important member of the colony killed.

Hmm… Could this all end in another Dane Tanner firing? Could be… it was almost a ritual every year or so.

We reached the central hub. Hawkins shoved me inside. The place was deserted. Everyone was probably hiding in their quarters. Scared shitless about guardians and crazy XCU agents. I guess I couldn’t blame them.

Hawkins prodded me toward the security office. Inside the office was plain and smelt of cleaning agents. The brig was a small, cramped cell. Barely big enough to turn around in. He opened the door, removed my buzzblade then gestured with his gun.

“Get in.”

I hesitated. “This is a big misunderstanding, chief. Let’s talk this through.”

“I said, get in there!”

I stepped into the cell and Hawkins slammed the door behind me. The security lock clicked into place.

Caged like a goddamn circus lion.

Hawkins glared at me through the bars. His face was a mask of fury.

“You’re worse than useless, Tanner. You got Billy killed. Then you come back and molest Hana for fun. You disgust me.”

“Uh… what? What’s this about Hana?”

Even as I said it, I already knew the score. Hana was pretty hot—both in appearance and attitude. Most likely, old Hawkins here thought she was his territory. That explained a lot.

Hawkins was still raving. “And for what? Some crazy ghost signal? That’s all bullshit anyways.”

I stayed silent. Let him vent. He needed someone to blame, and I was the easy target.

“I don’t give a damn what XCU thinks,” he summed up eventually. “You’re done here. I’m sending you back to Earth as soon as I can get Sorin to signal them. Let them deal with your screw-ups.”

I gripped the bars. “Sorin has a skullweb?”

“Of course, he does. Who else would be handling our communications with Earth?”

Leaning forward, I made myself calm with an effort of will. “Listen, Hawkins. Listen to me. We need to work together on this. That guardian, the signal, Renn’s disappearance... it’s all connected. If we don’t stop it, everyone on this planet might end up dead.”

Hawkins sneered. “A threat, huh? You think I’m scared because you managed to off poor Billy? He was a dummy, but he had good hands and a knack for fixing things. If—”

“Hawkins, there might be more of those things out there at the ruins. Dr. Renn might still be alive.”

“Are you kidding? He’s as dead as yesterday.”

I hesitated, as I agreed with him, but I didn’t have proof. “I need to go back out there and find out for sure.”

“You’ve done enough damage. You can sit in that cage and stew for a while.”

He turned to leave. I called after him.

“Hawkins! You can’t do this! We need to—”

But he was already gone. The door slammed shut behind him.

I slumped against the wall then slid to the floor.

Fuck.

This was a cluster-hump of epic proportions. Hawkins was on a mission. If Sorin reported in on his authority, they might well order me to be returned as a disastrous failure.

Normally, I’d have rattled the bars and tested them—but instead I took a nap on the hard, short bunk. I was still tired from the exertions of the last twenty-four hours.

Sometime later, the office door hissed open. Hawkins stepped in, his face still twisted in anger. He stood there, glaring at me through the bars.

“You’re a real piece of work, Tanner,” he growled. “You know that?”

I met his gaze and kept my voice level. “I’m just trying to help, Hawkins. We need to work together for the colony’s sake.”

He snorted. “Work together? That’s shit, coming from you. All you’ve done is cause trouble since you got here.”

I gritted my teeth. Losing my cool wouldn’t help. I needed Hawkins on my side. But he was a fickle bastard. I mean, this was the same security chief who’d gotten pissed at me for slicing up a rogue robot that was rampaging through the biodomes.

“What’s your plan, then?” I asked. “You going to keep me locked up in here forever?”

Hawkins shook his head. “I’d love to send your ass back to Earth. Let XCU deal with you. But there’s a problem.”

That had me curious. “What’s that?”

“Sorin. He’s the only one with the psionic sensitivity to use the skullweb. Without him, we can’t call for a portal. And now he’s gone missing. Did you kill him, too?”

Shaking my head, I thought to myself in my head that I had something to do with the disappearance, but I wasn’t going to tell Hawkins that. The less he knew of my dealings with Sorin the better.

“So, what now?” I asked. “You just going to leave me in here to rot?”

Hawkins sighed. He ran a big hand up over his flushed face until it pushed his greasy hair up in a wave. “I don’t know, Tanner. I honestly don’t know. This whole situation is fucked.”

I leaned forward. Gripped the bars. “Then let me out. I’ll go find Sorin. We can still fix this.”

Hawkins laughed. That was a bitter, humorless sound. “You really think I’m going to trust you after what happened to Billy? I’d wager you had something to do with Sorin’s disappearance too. You’re probably going to go out there and bury him somewhere deeper.”

“Hey, I didn’t kill Billy. Some alien robot did. There might be more of them, too. Maybe more people are going to die. The same people you say you’re trying to keep safe.”

Hawkins was silent for a long moment. I could see the wheels turning in his head. He didn’t know what the hell to do.

Finally, he spoke. “I’ll think about it, Tanner. But for now, you stay put. I want you under my thumb. You can’t stir up any more problems from inside this cage.”

He turned to leave. I called after him. “Hawkins!”

But he was already gone. The door sliding shut behind him with a final, damning hiss.

I slumped to the floor again. And to think I took this bullshit job for half pay—at least the mission had included an evening of gene-sharing on the house.

That thinking led my mind to Hana. I wondered if there was a discreet way to link up with her. I bet she’d work on getting me out of this cell.

After I dozed off again, the lights flickered. I opened my eyes and sat up.

Then, the lights died completely. Emergency power kicked on, bathing everything in an eerie red glow.

Alarms blared outside the office. Colonists shouted in confusion.

Another ghost signal? It had to be. This time, it was strong enough to fry the colony’s systems.

Then, a miracle happened. Christmas came early for Dane Tanner this year. The security locks to my cell clicked, releasing the sealing mechanism. The power outage must have tripped the lock. I was free.

I didn’t hang around and cry. I ran to the storage locker that held my buzzblade, then bolted out of the brig like my ass was on fire.

Outside, I found the colony was in chaos. Colonists were running every which way. Shouting. Screaming. Alarms blared and emergency lights flashed. I had the feeling this was more than a power outage.

All around me, colonists rushed in a panic. Some carried weapons. A few even had pulse-rifles.

I pushed through the crowd, heading for the central hub. I needed to gear-up. And I needed to find Sorin before it was too late. If it wasn’t already. Now that I knew he had a skullweb, he was important to me. With Renn likely dead, he was the only man I knew of who could call to XCU on my behalf.

When I reached the central hub, it was deserted. Everyone had fled. Probably, they’d gone underground into the shelters colonies always built when they were first established.

If they were all down there, they were hoping to ride out the storm—whatever the hell it was. Of course, the shelters would be death traps themselves unless their sub systems were independent of the main power grid.

Not my problem, I told myself. Hawkins could worry about his colonists. I had a larger plan to execute.

I made my way to Colonial Supply and Provisions Center. It was empty of personnel as well.

The first thing I stole was a large backpack. I then grabbed up anything and everything that looked to be of use. That including an SES—a Surface Exploration Suit. I stripped out of Billy’s jumpsuit right then and there. Billy’s cast off had been ripped and tattered. It had seen better days. The stitching barely holding it together. In comparison, the SES was clean and comfortable.

I spotted a shredder on a rack in the back. Taking hold of the weapon, it felt natural in my hands. Like it belonged.

“You’re coming with me, little lady.”

I zipped the pack closed and pushed my arms through the straps. It was a nice haul.

All of it was billable to the XCU, of course. I left an IOU on the counter.

Time to move again. I stepped out into the colony streets. The red emergency lights cast everything in a hellish glow. The alarms had stopped, leaving an strange silence in their wake.

I stalked through the colony base, hand gripping the shredder. The buzzblade hung heavy on my hip.

Something was very wrong. I could feel it in my gut. A deep, primal sense of danger. I spotted a group of heavily armed security guards running toward the main dome exits.

Grabbing a guardsman by the arm as he ran past, I spun him around to face me.

“What’s going on?” I demanded. “What’s got everyone so spooked?”

The guardsman’s face was pale. His eyes wide with fear. “It’s the Gray Plain,” he stammered. “There’s... there’re things coming. Marching on the colony.”

I frowned. “What kind of things?”

“I don’t know. No one does. But they’re big. And there’s a lot of them.”

“Move soldier!” his sergeant shouted.

I let the guardsman go. He scurried away, toward the other members of his unit.

Things were coming out of the Gray Plain? Hmm… I didn’t like the sound of that.

Checking my shredder, I made sure it was loaded. The buzzblade was charged as well. I had a feeling I was going to need them both before this was over.

Outside I jogged toward the perimeter fence. What the hell was coming? Were they guardians, or something else? What new horrors had the ruins of Acheron unleashed?

More importantly, I couldn’t help but wonder what horrors had I inadvertently unleashed? I was pretty sure I’d been the last man out there. And I’d killed a guardian—no one else had ever managed to do that before, not to my knowledge.

Maybe, that city in the dust wasn’t as dead as everyone thought it was—and maybe, they didn’t like having one of their guardians blown up.

I saw a figure up ahead. I looked at his reflective name patch.

Jasper Aziz?

His uniform bore the insignia of a comms specialist. He was crouched by the fence, a shredder clutched in his shaking hands.

I crouched beside him.

“Got any news for me Jasper?”

“Who are you?”

“XCU sent me. I hear you’ve got alien-trouble.”

He looked relieved. “Something is out there,” he said, his voice cracking. “Several somethings. They tripped our sensors. They’re too metallic and large to be human contacts—that’s what set off the alarm.”

I could almost smell the fear on him. His eyes were wild with anxiety.

“Try taking a slow, deep breath, Jasper. That’s it… Good. Now, tell me. What’d you see?”

Jasper was still stressed, but his body had visibly relaxed. He shook his head. “I don’t know. The power went out, but when it came back on, the sensors picked up strange moment. There are big things approaching the colony—lots of them. Whatever they are, they’re coming this way.”

I nodded. It was the same story I’d heard from the guardsman. Jasper must have been the one who spotted them. I guessed those sensors were good for something other than picking up dust-devils.

Jasper looked at me. What was that expression again? Oh, yeah. He was feeling hopeful. “You’re here to help man the fence, right? I could use the backup. I’m no fighter, but I’ll do what I can.”

“Sounds good, but first, let’s get you good-to-go.”

I reached over. Pulled back the bolt on Jasper’s shredder. The weapon readout glowed with a fresh ammo-count.

“Safety’s off,” I said. “Just point and shoot—but try not to hit me in the ass.”

Jasper nodded, gripping the shredder tighter. I could see that glint of fear was back in his eyes. But there was determination there, too. He might not be a fighter, but he had guts. A lesser man might have abandoned his post, but not Jasper.

I turned back to the Gray Plain and squinted into the darkness. I couldn’t see anything—but I could feel it. I didn’t need a sensor to tell me that something was coming.

Just for good measure, I checked my own shredder. I also made sure my buzzblade was loose and ready for a quick draw.

Then we settled in to watch and wait.

Comm Specialist Jasper stayed at my side and talked about random shit. I didn’t care, and I didn’t listen.

“Stay here,” I said to Jasper finally, cutting him off. “I’m going to inspect the perimeter fence.”

Jasper nodded, relieved to stay behind some semblance of cover.

The flimsy barrier known as the perimeter fence was a joke. It wouldn’t stop a determined toddler, let alone whatever the hell was marching our way. The ancient guardians would tear through it like tissue paper.

I couldn’t shake the feeling that destroying that guardian in the ruins had triggered this response. I guess I’d awakened some ancient defense system.

But I kept that little theory to myself.

I watched as more and more colonists gathered along the fence. Hundreds of them. A ragtag militia clutching whatever weapons they could find. They looked scared but determined. Ready to fight for their lives, and their homes.

I scanned the Gray Plain, straining to spot our foe. But there was nothing. Just an endless expanse of ash and dust. Lots of people were listening, just like me. The tense stillness was broken only by whispers—and the wind.

The waiting was the worst part. The anticipation. The not knowing—it ate at a man. Long moments before the storm began. Chipped away at your resolve if you were new to the game.

I returned to Jasper and clapped him on the shoulder. Gave him a nod. A silent acknowledgment of his courage. Jasper managed a tight smile in return.

We watched and waited, the minutes crawling by.

Then, in the distance, a shape could be seen. More of them appeared every few seconds. They grew larger. They were coming closer.

My finger tightened on the trigger, but they were still way out of range.

Hawkins spotted me about then—or someone else had ratted on me. Either way, he made a beeline in my direction. I watched his approach and sized him up. His face was twisted with anger.

Great. Just what I needed. Another complication.

“Tanner! Why aren’t you in the fucking brig?” he demanded.

I didn’t have time for this. Not with those things closing in.

“There was a change of plan,” I said. “In case you haven’t noticed, we’ve got bigger problems than your ego.”

Hawkins scowled. “The only problem I see is a jailbird who doesn’t know how to stay put.”

I fought the urge to punch him. He was close, now, and he wasn’t aiming a gun at my gut. It would feel pretty good to lay this cocky mouthpiece flat.

Of course, that wouldn’t solve my problems—but it would feel great.

“Look, Hawkins,” I said. “I’m from XCU. Dealing with alien threats is what I do.”

“Hell of a job you’re doing, too. Billy’s dead. Renn’s missing. And now those things are coming for us!”

He had a point. These guardians bearing down on us—whatever they were—could very well be my doing.

“You want to stand here arguing over who’s got the bigger dick?” I demanded. “Well, I’ll clue you in: that’s me. Or do you want to let me do my job?”

Hawkins hesitated. He glanced out at the Gray Plain again. I could tell he didn’t like what he saw. There was uncertainty in his eyes. Even fear.

“All right. You can stay out of jail until this crisis is over—but you don’t so much as scratch your ballsack without my approval.”

“Deal,” I said, figuring I’d do whatever I wanted when the time came.

I kind of expected—even hoped—for him to wander off, but there was no such stroke of good fortune.

“Those guardians,” he said. “They’ll kill us all. Destroy everything we’ve built here.”

“They might. But not if we wreck them all first. I killed one of them, you know—out at the ruins.”

Hawkins blinked at me. He searched my face. Looking for what? I didn’t know. “You killed one of those things?”

“I sure as hell did.”

His voice began to rise again. “That’s why they’re on the march, isn’t it? They’re pissed!”

I shrugged. “I don’t care if they are. It was me or some alien machine. What would anyone do? I won the fight, and I’ll win the next one.”

He thought that over. “You really think you can stop them, jailbird?”

I shrugged. “I can try. It’s better than waiting around to die.”

Hawkins ran a hand through his hair again, then grunted. He did that a lot when he was uncertain and stressed.

“Fine,” he said at last. “But when this is over, you and I are going to have a long talk about what happened to Billy.”

“I’m not your girlfriend, Hawkins,” I said. “We can make the talk short.”

He glared at me. Maybe that girlfriend reference stung. I was becoming more certain than ever that he’d spent some quality time with Hana Song in the past. “Are all XCU agents assholes like you?”

I laughed at that. “It’s a requisite, but I have it on good authority that I might be the biggest.”

Hawkins turned and stalked away, barking orders at the colonists.

I watched him go, feeling a grudging respect. Hawkins was a pain in the ass, but he cared about his people. I could tell he would do anything to protect them.

Just like me.

I turned back gazing out at the Gray Plain. The things were closer now, but still out of range. It was about time I earned my keep—or at least the half that my XCU overlords had paid me.


Chapter 15

Hawkins and his security forces—which were few in number, but more professional than most colonists—mustered out and distributed weapons. A ruddy-cheeked militiaman barely old enough to shave had come by and offered me a pulse-rifle. I took it without hesitation, swapping out the shredder for the high-powered, longer-range beast of a weapon.

Seeing me upgrade to a pulse-rifle, Hawkins frowned at me, but I ignored him. He knew I was well-trained with such weapons. The pulse-rifle amounted to a rapid-fire weapon that shot small plasma bolts at fantastic speeds. These weapons were popular on more newer colony planets as they were manufactured on Earth originally. They only needed pellets and power to operate.

Putting the rifle over the top of the rattling perimeter fence, I aimed it uphill. I watched through my scope as the ancient guardians crested the hill. My finger hovered over the trigger, ready to send a small hypersonic bolt screaming toward the closest one. Beside me, Hawkins mirrored my stance. His own rifle trained on the approaching threat.

In confused disbelief, I lowered the scope from my eye.

“What are they doing?” I asked no one.

The guy next to me answered anyway. “Just standing up there on the ridgeline. Do we fire, chief?”

Hawkins stared for a second, then shook his head. “Nah. Let them make the next move. Hold your fire!”

The guardians didn’t charge. They didn’t open fire with some kind of alien death ray, either. Instead, they just... stopped. Right there at the top of the hill. It was like they were waiting for something.

Disturbing. Theirs was the behavior of something that didn’t believe we were a threat.

I studied the alien-made monsters through my scope. Tried to make sense of what I was seeing. The guardians were unlike anything I’d encountered before—except for that one night out at the ruins, of course.

They were obsidian black. Something like a cross between an octopus and robot. They were freaky to look at, too many limbs. Too many eyes. Their tentacles weren’t soft like a cephalopod from the sea, but more like whipping metal chains with blades running the length of them, instead of suckers. They were nightmares given form by an apprehensive creator.

Something else caught my eye. The guardians weren’t alone, now. An object was now visible, moving up in their wake.

“What the hell?” Hawkins said. “Tanner, what is that thing?”

“Unknown,” I said, shaking my head.

Hovering among them now was a cube. It was massive. Easily the size of a colonial habitat module. This cube was black, too. Featureless. Like a void given shape.

The cube hung there at the hilltop. Perfectly still. Perfectly silent. It was defying gravity through some alien means I couldn’t comprehend.

“Is that a bomb?” Hawkins demanded.

“Are we about to be wiped out?” asked one of his nervous sidekicks. “Should we fire now, sir?”

Hawkins rubbed at his face. He glanced at me, but I shook my head. For all we knew, this was alien pinata and they were about to invite us to a birthday party. I figured we shouldn’t unload until we knew the story. If we started this, it might be our doom.

Of course, we might be doomed anyway…

The guardians flanked the cube. They were motionless sentinels. It was as if they were protecting the cube. Guarding it.

I glanced at Hawkins. His eyes were clouded by the same confusion and doubt I felt. This wasn’t the attack we’d been expecting. This was something else entirely.

Finally, Hawkins walked over to me. “What the hell are they doing, Tanner?” Hawkins demanded, as if I’d programmed these crazy things myself.

“I’m not exactly sure. But whatever it is, I don’t like it.”

Hawkins adjusted the grip on his rifle. “Me neither.”

We waited. The seconds stretched into minutes. The guardians didn’t move. They didn’t so much as twitch. The cube remained as it was, enigmatic and inscrutable.

Around us, the colonists shuffled and mumbled. Uncertainty rippling through their ranks like a living thing.

I kept my eyes on the guardians. Watching for any sign of aggression. Any hint of hostile intent, but there was nothing. Just an unnatural stillness.

What were they waiting for?

“We’re all going to die,” someone nearby whimpered. “Those monsters are going to kill us all!”

“Put a sock in it,” I snapped, landing a heavy hand on the scared colonist’s shoulder. He didn’t stop whimpering, but he did stop announcing our doom.

“Nobody’s going to die today,” I lied. That seemed to convince some of them.

Naturally, I kept my real opinions to myself. I’d tangled with just one of these things and it had given me a very hard time. Colonial blood was most assuredly going to flow today.

Some soldiers could deal with that kind of hard truth. Some were stirred to fight with unwavering courage when they assumed their life might soon be at an end. But this rabble of militia wasn’t composed of that type of soldier. I figured Hawkins’ rag-tag bunch was one breath away from breaking, and the shooting hadn’t even started yet.

The alien robots stood around up there for another few minutes. A few of us humans even began to daydream they’d never move again—then, they finally did.

“They’re moving! They’re moving!”

Mr. Game-over who’d been pissing himself a few minutes ago was back at it, but this time, he was right. The guardians had begun to move. They were methodical and mechanical in their actions.

Oddly, they didn’t move toward us, but rather toward the black cube hovering between them. They took up positions around it, their metal limbs unfolding and refolding in ways that made my brain hurt.

And then the cube changed.

A murmur of sound that was somewhere between a gasp and a shriek passed through the crowd. The cube’s behavior was subtle at first. A ripple ran across its black surface. A hint of movement where there should be none.

But then it unfolded, splitting apart like some kind of alien puzzle box. Geometric shapes emerged from within. There were triangles and hexagons and shapes I had no name for. I even spotted what looked to be a four-dimensional hypercube.

“Holy shit…” I said, rubbing at my eyes, trying to make sense of what they saw. Its complexity was hypnotic and decidedly unnatural in nature.

Patterns and shapes continued to emerge. They shifted and rotated, slotting together in ways that defied the laws of physics.

And with each new configuration, I felt a growing sense of wrongness. A feeling that what I was witnessing was something beyond human comprehension. Something that shouldn’t exist in our reality.

There was a sudden burst of energy. Its shock wave rolled through our ranks. I turned my head, covering my face with my arm. Slowly, I turned back. A bubbling black energy field now emanated from the cube. I could feel it tingling against my skin, raising the hairs on my forearms. It was like standing too close to a generator but magnified a hundredfold.

“What the hell is going on now?” Hawkins breathed, his eyes wide with both awe and terror.

I had no answers for him. Sure, I was the XCU man, but that didn’t mean I was an alien hunter. Most worlds Earth had colonized didn’t have any traces of an alien civilization, much less a robot army. All I knew was that whatever the guardians were building, it wasn’t going to be good for us.

I kept my rifle trained on the guardians as they continued to stand guard over the ever-changing alien box. My adrenaline was surging. Beside me, Hawkins shouted over his shoulder.

“Where’s my sensor man? Aziz! Get your ass over here!”

A moment later, Jasper Aziz, the comm specialist, came scrambling to our position, his eyes wide behind his glasses. He took one look at the guardians and the cube and let out a low whistle.

“What the hell is that thing?” he breathed.

“That’s what we were hoping you could tell us,” I said, not taking my eyes off the guardians.

Aziz shook his head, his gaze locked on the cube. “I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s like... like some kind of alien Rubik’s cube.”

“Great,” Hawkins muttered. “That’s real helpful.”

Aziz ignored him, his brow furrowed in concentration. “It could be some kind of weapon. Or a power source. Or...”

“Or, what?” Hawkins snapped.

“Well, there’s something else. The ghost signal,” he said. “It’s changed.”

I tore my gaze away from the guardians to look at him. “What do you mean, changed?”

Aziz swallowed hard. “Before, it was coming in pulses. Big ones. But now... now it’s continuous. Like a steady hum in the background.”

I exchanged a look with Hawkins. We both knew what that meant. Whatever the guardians were doing with that cube, it was affecting the ghost signal. And if the signal was changing, then that could only mean one thing.

Something big was about to happen. Something that would change everything.

“All right,” Hawkins said, turning to Aziz. “I’ve got no lack of eggheads running around this colony. Gather them up, Jasper, and get them working. Figure out some way to communicate with those mechanical monsters.”

“I’ll try, but what if they aren’t listening? What if they don’t even understand radio waves, or even binary?”

“Then try infrared and some other universal language. They aren’t harming us—so far. But we can’t let them just build stuff right uphill of our colony. If we can’t get them to talk, we’re going to have to destroy them.”

“If we can…” Aziz said.

“That’s right. If we can. Now, get humping!”

I watched Aziz scurry off, his sensor equipment clutched tightly to his chest. Poor bastard looked like he was about to crap himself. Couldn’t blame him, though. Those guardians were as vicious as they were ugly. And they were as ugly as a bucket of assholes left out in the sun for a week.

The cube continued to unfold and reconfigure itself. The shapes it was taking on were beyond our human reality. Beyond anything I could even imagine. They truly were alien in every sense of the word.

We had to stop them before they finished what they had started.

But how do you stop something you don’t understand? A technology so sophisticated that kicks to the curb everything you thought you knew about the universe?

“Erik! Dane!” a voice called out from behind us. I glanced over my shoulder to see Doctor Layla Wei hurrying over to us. Her face showed signs of breaking. There was a twitch in her right eye, and a crack in her voice when she spoke.

She had come to a stop beside Hawkins, her chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath. “Do something,” she said, her voice shaking. “The colonists are terrified. They’re panicking.”

Hawkins looked irritated. “And what do you want us to do, Layla? Have you tried talking to them?”

Layla shook her head. “They’re not answering any signals of ours. You’re the security chief, Erik. It’s your job to protect us. Stop whatever those robots are doing.”

I could see the indecision contort Hawkins’ face. Layla wasn’t wrong. It was his responsibility to keep the colonists safe. But he’d also gotten the feeling that going up against these guardians was a suicide mission.

“The psychological damage alone is going to be devastating,” Layla continued, her voice rising with each word. “People are already breaking down. We can’t just sit here and do nothing!”

Hawkins slapped at the primitive barriers his men had put up. “If we charge in there with guns blazing, what do you think our chances are, Tanner?”

“Could be worth a try. As far as I know, no one has hit them with a pulse-rifle yet. It might wreck them… or it might just piss them off.”

The doctor opened her mouth to respond, but Hawkins asked her to follow him. They hurried away to calm the populace.

That’s when Hana Song joined us. To the surprise of everyone nearby, she kissed me. That gathered almost as many looks as the alien robots did.

I gave her brief hug in return then went back to sighting with my rifle.

“What do you make of all this?” I asked, gesturing toward the guardians and their mysterious cube.

Hana shook her head, her eyes wide with fascination. “I don’t know. But whatever that cube is doing, its… amazing to watch.”

I had to agree. If that cube didn’t possibly spell our doom, it was pretty freaking cool. “Any thoughts on what that cube might do when it’s done… uh… cooking up there?”

Hana chewed on her lower lip, her gaze distant as she considered the possibilities. “I think it’s a weapon,” she said finally. “Some kind of doomsday device designed to wipe out all life on this planet.”

“A little extreme, and very specific, don’t you think?”

Hana shrugged. “You asked for possibilities. Okay, fine. Maybe it’s a portal? To another dimension or something?”

I snorted.

Hana shot me a look. “I’m just brainstorming here, Dane. Work with me.”

I held up my hands in surrender. “All right, all right. What else you got?”

Hana thought for a moment. “It could be a power source. Something to fuel whatever the hell those guardians are planning to do next.”

I considered that. It made a certain sense. The cube was certainly putting out some kind of energy field. I could feel it prickling against my skin even from this distance.

“Or,” Hana continued, her voice dropping to a whisper. “It could be a containment unit. Something to protect them from whatever they’re planning to unleash upon us.”

“Okay... Now you’ve got me worried. The implications of any of those possibilities would be… disastrous. The only thing we know for sure is we know nothing for sure. All we can do is watch and wait. And be ready for whatever comes next.”

I didn’t know what to expect from the cube—or its guardians—but one thing was for certain. I wouldn’t like it. And when I didn’t like something, people knew about it.

I leveled my rifle at the hellish technology I had awoken from its deep slumber—monstrosities from a forgotten age on Acheron.

I was beginning to regret having ignored all the advice I’d received telling me not to go out to the ancient ruins. Had I triggered this whole doomsday scenario by fighting with and destroying one of the guardians?

There was no way to be sure, but I comforted myself by concluding that this had been bound to happen at some point. If not me, then someone else from this colony would eventually have come into deadly contact with one of these robots—hell, several already had.

The difference in my case was that I’d actually destroyed one. That might have been the trigger, right?

My teeth bared themselves as I thought about it. I’ll be damned if I knew why this situation was escalating. But if there was one thing I’d learned from my work with the XCU, it was…

“The best ancient alien was a dead ancient alien,” I said aloud.

Hana was listening. She looked disturbed. “I hope it doesn’t come to that, Dane.”


Chapter 16

Out beyond the perimeter fence surrounding the colony, the alien artifact continued to unfold itself like some kind of twisted metal origami. At first, it had been a cube, but that state had long since passed. It was expanding and shifting in a constant state of flux. It was easily three times the size it had been before, a hulking monstrosity of obsidian-like metal and pulsing red energy.

At the top of the contraption, a massive parabolic dish had emerged, its surface shimmering with an unnatural iridescence. It looked like some kind of antenna, or projector—but for what purpose, I couldn’t guess.

Hana crouched beside me, her hand resting on my thigh.

“What is that frigging thing?” she whispered.

I shook my head. “Hell if I know, but it’s getting harder and harder to sit on our hands.”

Hana looked back toward a growing pile of instruments and comm equipment that the engineering crews were setting up. They were beaming messages uphill at the machines, trying to get them to talk. They’d tried all kinds of things, visible light, infrared—even x-ray pulses. So far, the robots had shown zero interest in any of it. They’d communicated nothing back, not even a twitch of a single tentacle in our direction to indicate they’d heard us.

Instead of talking, the ancient guardians swarmed around the base of their artifact. Metal limbs moved with a frenzied purpose. They seemed to be mixing something, pouring glowing liquids and strange powders into the heart of the machine.

With each passing moment, the cube grew larger and more complex. Its surface bristled with jagged spikes and pulsing conduits. It was like watching a nightmare come to life before my very eyes.

I heard a scuffle behind me and turned to see a crowd of colonists approaching. Their faces told me everything I needed to know.

“You have to do something,” one of them shouted, pointing an accusing finger at the artifact. “That thing is going to kill us all! I can feel it!”

Hawkins held up his hands, trying to calm the crowd. “Now, Charlene, we don’t know that,” he said, but his words lacked conviction.

“Bullshit!” another colonist yelled. “Look at it! It’s a frigging weapon! It’s got to be! Do you really think they’re building us a Christmas present?”

Hawkins turned angrily to Jasper and his crew. They were frantically beeping tones at the robots right now. “Any luck at all?” he asked them.

“No sir, no response yet. We’ve got a few more ideas, though. We’re going to transmit the value of Pi in pulses.”

“What?”

“Pi, sir. A universal constant of geometry. Using mathematics as a basis for communication is a well-known first step when confronting intelligent xenos.”

“Since when have you met any intelligent xenos?” Hawkins demanded. “Much less one that knows geometry?”

Jasper and his crew looked earnest, but clueless. Hawkins turned to me, next. “How about you, Tanner? Have you met any xenos that are math wizards?”

“No, sir. The only ones I’ve met that can even talk are the doppelgangers, and they’re faking it. They just read enough from a person’s mind to imitate them. When they talk, I don’t think they really know what they’re saying.”

“Huh… useless as a mule’s balls. The lot of you.”

Jasper accepted this verdict and went back to work. The colonist crowd at the fence wasn’t happy.

I figured they had a point. If it looked like a doomsday device and acted like a doomsday device—it was probably going to fuck us.

But the last thing we needed right now was for the colonists to wear themselves ragged battling their inner demons while actual metal demons were camped just beyond the fence.

Hawkins moved off into the crowd, his voice rising above the din as he tried to calm them down. His rag-tag militia was a powder keg waiting to blow, and if we didn’t handle it just right… Well, we might all end up dead.

Hana pulled me away from Hawkins and the fear-stricken colonists.

“Dane,” she said softly. “I know you’re a soldier, but maybe there’s another way. I just thought of something. It may sound ridiculous, but what if they are trying to communicate with us? Just as we’re trying to talk to them?”

“Yeah, sure,” I said skeptically. “They’re communicating that an ass-kicking is on the way.”

“What if they’re building something that will transmit a message of some kind? They’re not acting dangerous.”

I looked at her incredulously. Communicate? Was she out of her mind? But something in her eyes made me pause. She was a smart woman, and she’d spent more time studying these ruins than I had, that was for damn sure.

“Okay,” I said, “let’s say they are. What are we supposed to do about it?”

Hana took a deep breath. She pointed at Jasper and his table full of engineers. They looked to me like they were trying to build a perpetual motion machine.

“I think we should try harder.”

“Like… how?”

“Someone should walk up there. Unarmed, peaceful.”

I blinked at her a couple of times. Just when I’d forgotten she was that kind… she went and reminded me. “Who is going to do that? You?”

“No… I was thinking… someone who’s an expert on problems like this.”

My eyes scanned around the crowd of colonists in confusion. I didn’t see any xenologists. “I’m talking about you, Dane. You should try to make contact with them. Show them we mean no harm. If we can establish a dialogue, maybe we can avoid a terrible mistake.”

My eyes drifted upslope to fix on the alien monstrosities. Was the menace I felt imagined? Billy Trent wouldn’t have thought so. Hell, cuts and bruises had covered my body from my single encounter with one inside the ruins.

Turning back to Hana, I saw her eyes were pleading. She reached out and touched me. I felt certain she’d be impressed enough to spend the night together if I succeeded.

“Shit…” I said. “You know this goes against every instinct I have, right?”

“What did your instincts tell you about me?” she asked. Her tone was serious, but I wouldn’t fall for that question. I might have been a muscle-head, but I wasn’t stupid.

Avoiding eye contact, I looked back at the cube, its surface pulsing with bubbling black energy. Hawkins was still trying to calm the crowd, but I could see they were one spark away from a full-blown riot.

We were running out of time to do much of anything.

I made my decision. “All right,” I said to Hana. “I’ll give it a shot. But if things go south, I’m taking telling Hawkins to those alien bastards down. I don’t care if they’re relics of the past with innocent intentions.”

She nodded, her eyes shining with gratitude. She kissed me quickly. The taste of pineapple was on her lips. “Thank you, Dane.”

I shouldered my rifle and started toward the cube. This was a gamble. I just hoped to God it wouldn’t be my last.

A familiar voice called my name. “Tanner, hold up!”

Turning, I saw it was just Jasper Aziz. Hawkins trailed close behind him.

“Tanner,” he gasped, skidding to a halt beside me. “We’ve got a problem.”

I frowned. “Which one?”

Jasper pointed up at the top of the hill, where the black cube was still unfolding like some kind of demonic puzzle box. “There’s a power source up there,” he said, his voice breathy from exertion. He was out of shape. Not used to this much exercise. Catching his breath, he continued. “And it’s emanating some kind of energy field.”

“Tell me something I don’t know, specialist.”

Jasper shook his head in frustration. “It’s different from before. It’s strong, and it’s getting stronger by the minute.”

Hawkins had joined us, and I exchanged a glance with him. If the artifact was already generating power, then whatever the guardians were building must be close to completion.

“I was on my way to attempt communication with those things,” I said.

Hawkins furrowed his brow. “Was that your idea, Tanner, or Hana’s?”

“What do you think?”

“I think Hana is a smart woman… but having a tea party with those things won’t fix this mess.”

I was conflicted. Hana may have had a point about communicating, but my instincts agreed with the chief. I turned to Jasper. “Can you disrupt the energy field somehow? Maybe jam their signal or something?”

Jasper hesitated. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like this before. But I can try.”

“Do it,” Hawkins said firmly. “There’s no more time for screwing around—and Jasper?”

He gulped. “Sir?”

Hawkins grabbed his shoulder and gave him a reassuring shake. “You got this. Now get the hell out of here and save this colony.”

“Sir!”

I looked at Hawkins. “You coming with me?”

Hawkins nodded. “Yeah… let’s go.”

We moved out, Jasper heading back to the communications hub while Hawkins and I made our way toward the hill. The artifact loomed above us, its surface pulsing with a deep red glow. It looked like it was hot—but it didn’t feel hot.

As we got closer, we touched a barrier of sorts. It was the energy field we’d been warned about. I could sense the energy field washing over me, making my skin crawl. Something wasn’t quite right about the field. What would it do to me to pass through it?

As we got closer, I could see the guardians swarming around the base of the hovering alien artifact, their metal limbs moving with a frenzied purpose. Whatever they were doing, they were doing it fast. Like worker ants on a grand scale.

A guardian spun to face us then, its metallic tentacles waving and dancing like the arms of an octopus.

We froze. I dared not breathe.

It watched us, unmoving. My lungs soon burned. I didn’t think I could hold still much longer. We were caught in the open, completely screwed.

Then the machine slowly turned away, its attention back to the frenzied task at hand—whatever the hell that was.

I exhaled and drew in a deep breath.

Naturally, both Hawkins and I had stopped marching up the slope. We stood there with our thumbs in our butts, uncertain if we had big enough balls to go any closer.

“Well?” I asked Hawkins. “Are we going to go closer? Or did you fill your shorts?”

Hawkins squinted and shook his head uncertainly. “It certainly seemed to take notice of us. I get the feeling if we go closer, it might charge.”

“Ya think?”

“Maybe it sensed our guns,” Hawkins said, snapping his fingers.

“What?”

“Let’s not take guns,” Hawkins said. “We’ll set them down here and hold up our hands. That’s the universal peace gesture.”

“What? Are you crazy?”

“Look,” he said, “if we just walk up there and say hi, they can kill us if they want to, right?”

“Yeah, so? Why disarm?”

“Because it won’t matter. There’s too many. Sure, we might kill a few, but robots don’t run, do they?”

“No…” I agreed. “They’re like ants. Once you get into a fight with one, it’s to the death when they get riled up.”

“Right,” he said, “so there’s no point in trying to make friends with them while armed—it might be impossible to do so.”

While we argued about this detail, I unslung my pulse-rifle and peered through the long-range scope. I scanned the barren ash-scape.

Something had caught my eye. Out on the Gray Plains beyond the robots and the hills they were squatting on, was a moving figure.

Someone was out there. Someone quite unexpected. A lone man was crossing the hills, moving at a steady pace. His dark clothing blended into the shadows. His approach was leading him straight to the dodecahedron—he was on an interception course that would eventually take him to the artifact, just as it would for us.

I adjusted the focus on my scope, trying to get a better look at the figure’s face. As the image sharpened, I felt a jolt of recognition.

It was Archivist Sorin.

“Looks like we found Sorin,” I said, pointing.

“I’ll be damned!” Hawkins sounded as surprised as I was. “I kind of figured you’d left him for dead, like Billy. What the hell is he doing out here?”

The archivist was moving with a sense of purpose, his steps quick and deliberate. It was clear he had a destination in mind. I had no idea what he was up to, but I knew I couldn’t let him interfere with our mission.

“Stay here,” I said to Hawkins.

“Ah, are you kidding? Let’s deal with the robots!”

“They haven’t even noticed us—not yet. Let me check on Sorin.”

I left Hawkins there, making sounds of frustration.

Sorin was close now. His movements were erratic and uncoordinated, like he was in some kind of daze. Or possessed.

I quickened my pace, closing the distance between us. “Sorin!” I called out, trying to muzzle my volume. I didn’t want to draw unwanted attention.

The first thing I noticed when I got close to him was his mask was gone. I could finally see his real face.

When I was directly in front of him, I worked to gain his attention.

“Where have you been?” I asked, but Sorin didn’t seem to hear me. He just kept walking, his gaze fixed on some distant point that only he could see.

I reached out and grabbed his shoulder, forcing him to stop. “Hey man, are you okay? What’s going on with you?”

Sorin blinked slowly, his eyes finally focusing on my face.

Frowning, I inspected him. I didn’t see a big dent in his skull—that was something. His skin was pale and clammy, and there were dark circles under his eyes. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days.

Naturally, I had a very personal interest in old Sorin. As far as I knew, he was the last member of this band of colonists who had both psionic sensitivities and a skullweb. In short, I needed him if I was ever going to get home.

“Tanner…” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “I... I don’t know what’s happening to me.”

“What do you mean?” I asked him, my grip tightening on his shoulder. He wasn’t going anywhere. “What’s wrong?”

Sorin shook his head, his gaze drifting off again. “I can’t... I can’t think straight. It’s like there’s something in my head whispering to me. Telling me things.”

“What kind of things?”

The archivist just shook his head again, his eyes vacant and unfocused. “I don’t know. I can’t remember. It’s all a blur.”

I glanced over my shoulder then, toward the alien artifact looming at the top of the hill. Its surface pulsed once—almost as if it was aware of my scrutiny. That was kind of freaky.

The ancient guardians swarmed around its base, their metal limbs moving with purpose, but Sorin didn’t seem to notice any of it. He just stood there, swaying slightly on his feet, his gaze fixed on some invisible horizon. He tried to pull away from me, but I held on. He didn’t complain about that, but instead kept vaguely tugging to move away.


Chapter 17

Finally, I grabbed Sorin’s arm, forcing him to stop his mechanical marching in place.

“Listen to me,” I said. “We need to get you back to the colony. I’ll have the Doc take a look at you.”

But Sorin just shook his head, his eyes wild and unfocused.

“No, no, you don’t understand,” he muttered, his words tumbling out in a jumbled rush. “Earth is the only thing that matters. We are the superior civilization. The Acheronians, they were nothing. Just a footnote in history.”

I stared at him in confusion. “What the hell are you talking about? The Acheronians built this entire planet. Their technology is beyond anything we’ve ever seen. Just look at those frigging robots up there. We can’t even identify what it is they’re building!”

Sorin let out a harsh laugh, the sound grating against my ears. “No, no, no. It’s all a lie. We, the colonists, we are the ones who have achieved greatness! We have brought life to this dead world. We have made it our own—and we have every right to do so. Those that came before us were anti-life. Creatures with no value.”

I shook my head, trying to make sense of his rambling. “Sorin, you’re not making any sense. Look, just come back with me. We’ll figure this out.”

But Sorin wasn’t listening. What the hell had happened to him out there at the ruins? It was like he was a different person entirely. He pulled away from me, stumbling down the hill toward the colony.

At least he was moving in the right direction. I let him walk but followed after him.

At this distance, I had a better view of what the guardians were doing as they scuttled about. The dodecahedron loomed even larger over the landscape now, its surface pulsing with expanding spheres of black energy.

Catching up with the archivist, I spun him around again.

“Sorin, do you see that?” I asked, pointing upslope toward the device. “Do you even know what that it is?”

But Sorin didn’t look up. He slowly reoriented himself and just kept marching forward, his gaze fixed on the ground in front of him.

There was too much at stake, and I wasn’t having any of his nonsense. I grabbed his shoulder and stepped in front of him. My larger, stronger body forced him to stop.

“Sorin, look at me. Look at that thing. What is it?”

For a moment, Sorin’s eyes flickered toward the device. But then he shook his head, his gaze snapping back to the ground.

“It’s nothing,” he muttered. “Just a distraction. We have more important things to focus on.”

I stared at him in disbelief. Just a distraction?

“That’s a load of bullshit. What is it?” I demanded.

“It’s an abomination,” he spat. “A perversion of science and nature. Ignore it!”

And then he was moving again, like some kind of mindless toy, ignoring me as if I wasn’t there. As if I couldn’t snap him in half like a pencil.

I motioned for Hawkins to join me. The chief lowered his rifle and trotted over, confusion all over his ugly mug. He started to speak, but I shook off the question.

“Hell if I know, chief. He’s not himself. Talking gobbledygook. I say we follow him. Let’s see where he leads us.”

“What about the robots?”

“Do you think they look like they want to talk?”

Hawkins glanced upslope. “No…”

We followed Sorin. His steps quickened as we neared the colony gates.

As we approached the fence line, I grabbed his arm, half-walking, half-dragging him. “Come on,” I said. “Doc needs to look at you.”

But Sorin just kept mumbling to himself, his eyes darting back and forth like a cornered animal. It took some effort, but I hauled his ass into the Med-Bay.

There, his quiet trance unfortunately faded. He began ranting and raving, the sound of his fit echoing through the central hub.

Doc Layla Wei came to the call, her eyes widening as the archivist thrashed in my arms.

“Get him on a table,” she ordered. “Do you know what happened?”

I shook my head, struggling to hold Sorin still. “This is how we found him.”

Layla frowned, reaching for a syringe.

Wrestling Sorin onto the examination table, I held him down as Layla jabbed the needle into his arm. Almost immediately, his struggles weakened, his ranting fading to incoherent mumbles.

I stepped back, watching as Layla checked his vitals, deep in concentration. After a few minutes, she looked up at me, her expression grim.

“The diagnosis is difficult. There are some anomalous readings, but preliminary results point to a mental break,” she said quietly. “Some kind of psychotic episode.”

Putting my hands on my hips, I nodded. “So, he just kind of… snapped?” I asked. “He was fine before he went into those ruins.”

Layla shook her head, her gaze troubled. “I don’t know. But whatever he saw in there, in the ruins, it must have been traumatic. My diagnostics AI is reporting signs of severe stress and brain overload. He may even have had a stroke.”

I glanced down at Sorin, his eyes now closed, his breathing shallow. “Is he going to be okay?”

If Dr. Renn was a stain in the ruins, and Sorin was crazy… All my hopes of returning to Earth anytime soon were fading.

Dr. Wei motioned a nurse over. “I’ll do what I can. But he’s going to need time to recover. Even then, there’s no guarantee he’ll ever be the same.”

I nodded, my jaw clenching. Whatever had happened to Sorin in those ruins must have been pretty damn traumatic to snap his mind like that.

“Keep me updated,” I said, turning to leave. “And let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”

Layla nodded, her eyes already back on Sorin’s unconscious form. As I walked out of the Med-Bay, I wondered how this colony had gone completely sideways. We weren’t just off script. We were in a completely new story.

Was Renn to blame? Was I? Or Sorin? Hell, it could be any number of people who’d screwed this pooch.

Hawkins had radioed me to join him at the perimeter fence. I strode out there and found him in a command tent they’d thrown together at the base of the hill—which every was now calling “alien mountain”.

Hawkins had two big hands on a holographic planning table. His face was grim as he studied a holographic map of the colony.

“How’s Sorin?” he asked.

“We need to talk…”

Hawkins looked up, his eyes narrowing. “That’s never a good starting line, Tanner.”

“No, I suppose it isn’t.”

He glared at me. “So, you got another good man killed, huh?”

“He’s not dead.”

“He’s a frigging vegetable!”

I didn’t have a good answer for that, so I didn’t try to make one.

“Funny thing…” Hawkins said, pointing down toward the colony hub. “You should be in that cell down there. But the universe thought otherwise. So, here you are on the front lines with me, acting like you’re the man in charge of this goddamn colony. Go on, Tanner. What do you suggest we do next?”

“Has Jasper figured out a way to talk to them or shut them down?” I asked.

Hawkins farted with his mouth in answer.

I took a deep breath. “Then I think it’s time for us to attack those guardians. We can’t let them complete building that device on the hill. We have to go up there and take them out. To at least try to stop them.”

“I actually agree with you, Tanner. But I don’t have enough men to take on an army of those things.”

“I’ll lead the charge. We have to try.”

That seemed to impress him. He nodded. “All right. It’s only fair that you die first. Let’s mount up. I’ll send out the warning—in thirty minutes we march.”

Outside the command tent, I caught sight of Hana leaning against a windmill. It wasn’t spinning, as there was no wind.

Her face was pale with worry. She stepped forward, her hand reaching out to touch my arm.

“Dane...?” she said. Her eyes searched mine. “Oh, God. Don’t tell me you’re going to do it? You’ll all be killed!”

I pulled her into a tight embrace, feeling the soft curves of her body against mine. “We have to do this, Hana. Talking to them was your idea—but it didn’t work out.”

She nodded, her eyes shimmering with tears. “I know. But that doesn’t mean you have to die.”

I kissed her then, pouring all of my longing into that one desperate moment. When we finally broke apart, I rested my forehead against hers, my breath ragged.

“I’ll come back,” I promised. “Just in case you need some more of those genes of mine.”

Hana nodded, her fingers digging into my shoulders. With one last kiss, I turned and strode out of the central hub.

I wondered if I’d ever get back to Earth. Acheron was definitely a different world.


Chapter 18

Half an hour later, we gathered at the base of the hill. About a hundred men were there all told, each with a pulse-rifle tightly gripped in his hands. All thoughts of peace had vanished from our minds.

The sun was setting, casting long shadows across the barren landscape, the metal bodies of the synthetic creatures glinting in the fading light. God, how I was beginning to hate their tireless, industrious nature.

“That force field,” I said to Hawkins, “it’s getting bigger. There are two layers to it now, as well. We need to be smart about this.”

“What do you suggest? You’ve crossed through. Been on the other side.”

I stooped and used the butt of my rifle to illustrate my plan in the ash. It was pretty damned simple.

“Let’s charge the frigging bubble. Once we breach the field, we’ll have a few moments before they react. That’s when we punch them in the face with everything we’ve got.”

Hawkins nodded, his eyes never leaving the guardians.

I watched and waited as Hawkins passed orders through the ranks. I could feel the tension rippling through the militia like a wave of nervous dread. The guardians worked on, seemingly oblivious to our presence.

Finally, Hawkins raised his hand, his eyes locked on the guardians beyond the energy bubble.

“Advance!” he shouted, his voice ringing out across the plain.

We surged forward, a hundred strong. The electromagnetic field pushed against us, trying to force us back. Charging ahead, we gritted our teeth against the resistance.

As I marched upslope, I was reminded of how massive these things were. I was also reminded of just how relentless they were when they wanted to grind you up into goop. We passed into the first barrier field—and pushed through it. Once inside, Hawkins and his men paused—but I kept going.

You would think that with so many armed men approaching, the guardians would react—but you would have thought wrong. They continued to work on their strange multifaceted device. It was like we were invisible—or not viewed as a serious threat.

Lifting my rifle, I fired it. The sound cracked the very air around me. A flash sparked about a dozen yards away—between me and the robot I’d been aiming at.

Nothing. I’d hit nothing at all. The plasma bolt had been consumed by—another force field? Were they layered up here, like the fleshy shells of an onion?

Despite the fact I’d hit no one, the guardians did pause in their work. Their metal heads swiveling to face me. For a moment, I thought they were going to attack, to see me as a threat to their precious device.

But they just stared at me, their glowing red eyes boring into mine. And in that moment, I realized the truth.

They didn’t see me at all. To them, I was nothing more than an insignificant speck, a tiny blip on their radar. After a long moment, they all turned and went back to work on their devilish device.

Well, if they were still shielded… then I was going to have to penetrate that second shield. I pushed forward toward the black construction, feeling the electric pressure increase again with each step. Crossing through the second barrier was harder than the first. It was like walking through a magnetic force field, the swirling sensation of static electricity pressing against my body. I gritted my teeth and forced my way into the barrier, feeling it resist me like a tough canvas balloon.

As I went deeper, the pressure intensified. It felt like I was being crushed from all sides, my muscles straining against the invisible force. I stumbled forward, my breath coming in quick gasps.

The ancient guardians were very near me now, their metal bodies gleaming in the fading light. They paid me no attention, their focus solely on the strange device they were building.

I tried to speak, to call out to them, but my words were swallowed by the crackling energy that surrounded me. It felt like I was screaming into a void, my voice lost in the vastness of the alien landscape.

Just one more step, I told myself.

I took that step, then a dozen more. My legs trembled with the effort. Each step was agony, the pressure building until I thought I would be crushed beneath its weight.

But there was no giving up. I had to reach the guardians, to make them understand the danger they posed to the colony. To all of humanity.

I forced myself forward. The world around me blurred and spun, the edges of my vision turning black. I was close now, so close I could almost touch the guardians. I reached out my hand, my fingers straining toward their metal bodies.

And then, just as I thought I would collapse beneath the weight of the pressure, I broke through the barrier.

The world snapped back into focus, the pressure vanishing as quickly as it had appeared. I stumbled forward, my legs giving out beneath me.

I hit the ground hard, my breath knocked from my lungs. For a moment, I just lay there, gasping for air.

And then I heard it—or rather, I didn’t. The drum of construction had ceased.

Uh-oh.

The guardians had stopped their work, and they were turning toward me, their glowing red eyes fixed on my prone form.

Glancing back, I expected to see a hundred stalwart souls, colonists with grim faces and tightly gripped rifles, right on my six.

But I didn’t. Instead, I saw a milling gang of uncertain humans. They’d stopped after the first barrier, never daring the second. They must have wanted to see what would happen to me, first.

I jumped to my feet. In a single unified response, the guardians lunged in my direction. They advanced on me with a single-minded purpose. It was the same grim purpose I’d seen them display in the ruins.

Backing away slowly, I kept my eyes on them. I didn’t like the look of those serrated limbs. One wrong move, and I’d be sliced to ribbons.

As they closed in, I realized I didn’t stand a chance against these things—not alone, and maybe not with an army. I had to get out of here, fast.

Turning and running, I sprinted back through the electric barriers. They seemed easier to cross on the way out—or maybe my panicked limbs gave me the adrenaline-fueled power to escape.

I could hear their heavy movements behind me. It sounded like someone was beating dozens of chains on the ground at once—and they were gaining ground.

I dove through the bigger, inner force field, feeling the static crackle around me as I pushed my way through. I tumbled to the ground on the other side, and scrambled to my feet, whirling around to face the pursuing guardians.

Fortunately, the effects that had slowed me down seemed to be affecting them, too. They hadn’t caught up to me—not yet.

About then, Hawkins finally got into the fight. He turned to his men, barking orders. They’d been falling back all this time—from a position that seemed pretty cowardly to me in the first place. Now, however, they’d finally reached their rickety fence. They took up firing positions, aiming at the advancing rush of robots.

I got it now. I’d been playing the sad role of the bunny rabbit all along. I’d been sent up that hill to flush out some game—to get the robots to charge. I suppose, if I’d been less quick on my feet, I’d have been sliced and diced and mourned by the colonists. Probably over a tube of flat, warm, piss-tasting colonial beer.

But as it was, whatever Hawkins’ plans had really been, I was now on the run, leading a pack of angry squid-robots right down the slope into the colonists’ guns.

I thought about vaulting their fence and continuing to run. I deserved that, I really did. I’d done my part and survived. My gut told me I was watching a serious battle to the finish begin. I hoped I was mistaken, but...

“Goddamn it…”

I couldn’t just scamper off and watch this blood bath unfold from a safe distance. Instead, I turned and ran toward Hawkins like he owed me rent money.

I was approaching fast when the militia got their ducks all lined up. For a rag-tag colony unit, I was impressed at how well they held formation. Hawkins had drilled these colonials into something resembling a soldier.

Hawkins then signaled to his men, and they fanned out further, taking up positions around the perimeter of the bubble. They were poised for action, standing their ground. They couldn’t fire yet, as the enemy was still inside their force bubble—the bolts would have just been repelled.

The guardians finally made it through their own outer barrier—and I was alarmed to see how far that bubble of force had expanded by now. The enemies’ metal bodies glinted in the sun. They moved with a fluid grace, their limbs whirring and clicking.

When they crossed the threshold there were a few telltale sparks and flashes like tiny lightning bolts. At that moment, the colonial militia fired a volley in near unison.

A hundred plasma bolts boomed in the still air. The shots slammed into the guardians, staggering them.

In response to the hail of large caliber bullets, the guardians pulled back their metallic tentacles, revealing their razor-like maws. I knew those meat-grinding maw well. I’d last watched poor Billy Trent experience them.

The first plasma bolt volley barely slowed the alien monstrosities. A half-dozen spun and flopped, badly damaged, but we’d need to dish out a hell of a lot more firepower to put all these bastards down.

I took a knee. It was time to see what this hog of a rifle could.

Aiming and firing in one smooth motion, the recoil slammed into my shoulder. The guardian I hit stumbled but didn’t fall. One of those red infrared cameras was out.

It took another shot to bring it down, its metal body lashing the gray dirt like a wild thing.

The militia was firing at will now. A few moments later, the guardians slammed into our lines.

It always struck me how quickly any battlefield could descend into absolute chaos. All around me, the battle raged. Colonists fell, their bodies torn apart by the guardians’ serrated limbs. Robots dragged themselves with determination, chasing after crawling men.

But we kept fighting, pouring shot after shot into the metal monsters.

I saw one of the guardians bearing down on a group of colonists, its arms outstretched. I charged forward, my rifle forgotten. The rate of fire was too slow. I reached for my trusty buzzblade instead.

I leapt onto the guardian’s back, my buzzblade flashing in the sun. I plunged it into the thing’s neck, sparks flying.

The guardian thrashed and bucked, trying to throw me off. But I held on, hacking at its metal flesh. Finally, it collapsed, its eyes going dark. Lifeless.

I rolled off, breathing hard. One less guardian to worry about.

As I retraced my steps to retrieve the rifle I’d tossed aside, I saw Hawkins laying in the dirt. His face was splattered in blood, and there was no doubt the blood was his.

“Erik!” I yelled, dodging and weaving my way to where he lay.

“Tanner...” Blood spluttered from his lips. I couldn’t tell how bad he was injured through the battle armor.

“Let me help you up, chief.” I said. “I need to get you to the Med-Bay. Pronto.”

“We’re losing, aren’t we?” he asked weakly.

I ignored the question. The colonial militia were in full retreat now. He’d know soon enough. The only good news was the robots had pulled back too—back inside the safety of their layered force fields.

I pulled him up and helped him limp back to the colony hub. My hands were soaked with his blood. The guardians had got him good. He’d need medical attention and quickly.

“You’re doing great, chief. We’re almost to the doc.”

If you don’t bleed out before I get you there.

I chanced a look back. The obsidian artifact glowed with an evil light, like it was just waiting to unleash hell on us. But it hadn’t—not yet, anyway. Small mercies, I guess.

We hobbled down the hillside, the chief leaning heavy on my shoulder. Each step was agony for him, I could tell. But he didn’t make a sound. What a tough bastard.

The colony domes were close. A welcome sight. We’d made it back, but at what cost? Too many good men and women lost. And for what? We were no closer to understanding these aliens than when we started.

“A cluster…” I muttered under my breath.

One thing was clear, though. They weren’t here to make friends. That cube, those guardians, they meant business. And not the good kind.

I helped Hawkins to Med-Bay, easing him down onto a bed. He looked pale, his face tight with pain.

“Don’t worry about me, Tanner,” he said, his voice soft and barely audible. “I’m too stubborn to die.”

I gently placed my hand on his shoulder. “Me too, chief. Me too.”

I stepped back as Dr. Wei and a nurse took over.

More and more injured colonials were escorted into the bay, the wounded spilling out into the hallway outside. I wondered how many lay dead, shredded into goo, on the ash plain surrounding that goddamn doomsday machine.

If this first skirmish was any indication... We were in for one hell of a fight.


Chapter 19

Standing at the entrance to the makeshift hospital dome—which was more like a tent—I watched Dr. Layla Wei run from one injured colonist to the next. She was trying her best to patch them up, but there were just too many. Too many wounded, too much blood.

She looked up at me, her eyes wild. “You should have stopped Erik!” she yelled. “That insane attack—it’s all your fault!”

I didn’t see it that way, but I knew better than to argue with her. What was the point? She was just lashing out at anyone she could blame. She was overwhelmed by the situation.

“These colonists knew what they were getting into,” I said, my tone as empathetic as I could muster. “You’d do better to honor their sacrifice, Doc. This isn’t over with yet.”

I turned to leave the Med-Bay when Hana Song approached me, tears streaming down her face.

“Dane, what are we going to do?” she asked, her voice trembling. “That thing they’re building up there on the hill, it’s obviously some kind of doomsday device, isn’t it? They’re going to kill us all!”

I wanted to tell her she was wrong, that everything would be okay. But I couldn’t lie to her. Not now. Not after that fiasco with Hawkins and the militia.

“It’s a possibility,” I said. “We still don’t know what those mechanical monsters are up to—but I have to admit, it might be something bad.”

Hana’s eyes suddenly widened as she looked past me. “Erik? What are you doing?”

I felt a hand squeeze my shoulder. It was Hawkins.

Turning around, I forced a smile.

“Well, I’ll be damned… You look like shit, chief,” I teased. Actually, I was being kind. He looked worse than shit.

“Doc’s got me all stim’d up.” He winced as he pulled his arm back. “Mind helping me get outside, Tanner? I want to go back to the front lines—at the fence. You and I have a colony to save.”

“No! No! No!” shot Hana. “You need to rest, Erik! You’re injured. Just look at the way your arm is hanging. That’s bad.” She pointed to his shredded and bloody body armor.

I smirked. “I’m fairly certain he knows about all that, Hana,” I said. “There are two things you can’t keep down: a fighting spirit—and zombies, so I hear. You ready, chief?”

Hawkins limped back to the fence line with my help. His left arm was slung over my shoulder. He was heavier than he looked—or maybe I was getting tired and sore. Whatever. It didn’t matter. We might only have hours left to live.

We reached the fence, and I eased him down against a post. He grimaced in pain, clutching at his side where a guardian had sliced him open. The molecular printer had sealed him up, but I could tell he was still bleeding inside. The bruise was dark and growing. A was a nasty wound that would normally keep him out of the fight for the foreseeable future. But today wasn’t normal day. If you could move, you could fight.

All along the lines, more men were returning. They’d been patched up and ordered to move back to the front. Some of them looked like they wanted to crawl.

“We can’t go up there after that thing again,” I said, looking Hawkins straight in the eye. “That’s not your plan, is it? We can’t beat them that way.”

Hawkins glared at me. His face twisted with anger and pain. “We have to do something, Tanner. We can’t just sit here and wait for them to finish building that—thing.”

“Yeah… We need some fresh ideas.” I could see a familiar figure stumbling out way. “Ah, our colony Archivist. I’m surprised to see this son-of-bitch.”

Hawkins looked just as surprised as I was. The last time we’d laid eyes on Sorin, he’d been completely bats. From the look of him, he was now in the ninety-percent zone. His eyes still definitely had that gleam of madness.

Sorin’s flapping robes were tattered and soiled. He didn’t seem to care. He floundered up to us, his eyes wild and unfocused. “Tanner, Hawkins?” he said. “You two cretins must listen to me.”

“We’re all ears,” Hawkins said.

“Yeah. We’re just two morons waiting for orders,” I said.

Sorin didn’t seem to get any of the sarcasm. “I know what we have to do. I know exactly, what we have to do. The answer is inside the core spire.”

I frowned. I didn’t like the sound of that. “I’ve been in there, Sorin? It’s not a happy place. In fact, all our prodding of the aliens out there is what started this conflict.”

“You’re wrong. This conflict was inevitable. Earth’s civilization and this planet—they’re incompatible.”

My eyes rolled all by themselves. Sorin was about to go on a rant again about Earth’s superior nature. I was pretty tired of that by now, so I tried to cut him off and redirect. “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s in the core spire?”

Sorin shook his head. “The controlling intelligence. The source of the ghost signal. The thing that is driving these guardians to build an obelisk overlooking our colony.”

“Um…” Hawkins said doubtfully. “Are you talking about a computer or something?”

“Maybe. I’ve never seen it with my fleshly eyes. But I heard the whispers from it—in my head.”

“Uh-oh…” Hawkins said. “Maybe you should go back to talk to Dr. Wei, Sorin. I’d give you a gun and have you stand the line here at the fence with these other banged-up boys, but I think you’re too far gone to hold a weapon.”

“Non sequiturs and blather. I’d hoped for understanding, but enlightenment is wasted upon the benighted.”

“Yeah…” I said. Sorin began to turn away, but I stopped him. “Sorin? You heard this, uh, driving intellect? You mean with your skullweb, don’t you?”

“Oh, that’s right. You’re a psionic…” Hawkins said. He still looked very doubtful. I couldn’t blame him. Sorin was presenting as a textbook loon right now.

“Yes, of course! Must I describe everything? Every ounce of flotsam and excreta?”

Squinting at him, I kept trying to puzzle out what he was on about. Glancing at Hawkins, I could tell the big chief had already checked out on this conversation.

Normally, I would have done the same—but we were in a desperate situation. Further, I knew that Sorin had actually been out there at the source of all this alien trouble. He might know something useful. The trouble was, getting it out of him was like getting the last bit of meat out of a crab leg.

“All right, all right,” I said in the most soothing tone my voice was able to muster—which wasn’t that soothing. “We’re listening. Just tell us what we have to do and why.”

“We have to go out there, of course. It’s obvious! Aren’t you listening?”

“Yeah, we’re listening to your bullshit, Sorin,” Hawkins said unhelpfully. He was getting riled up.

I waved for him to shut up, and he did. His expression was sour and closed, but I turned back to Sorin.

“You want us to go where, exactly?”

Sorin made a noise of exasperation. Spittle and snot flew from his face. I was kind of wishing he was still into wearing that weird mask that played videos all the time, but apparently he’d lost that along the way.

“All right,” he said, closing his bleary eyes in the manner of a man who’s teaching kindergarten when he felt he should be teaching a graduate seminar. “I’m going to lower myself to the gutter to find come ground. I should have started there, really.”

“That would be for the best, sir.”

Hawkins snorted and crossed his arms, but we both ignored him.

“The guardians are here,” Sorin said, pointing a skinny, dirty finger upslope. “Therefore, they are not in the core spire. This represents an opportunity.”

I squinted uphill. The machines were up there, moving with unnatural speed and dexterity. They were still surrounding their—what had Sorin called it? Their obelisk? Like a pack of robot priests summoning a demon.

Sorin did have a logical point. If all the guardians were here—which we couldn’t be sure of—they weren’t out at the spire. The time I’d been there, in the ruins, violating their holiest of holies, I’d been chased out by one of these things. If they weren’t there… and I knew where lots of the traps were…

I looked at Hawkins. He met my gaze, his expression scornful.

“What do you think?” I asked.

Hawkins sighed. “I think Sorin’s nuts.”

“Yes, but if we can’t attack beat the robots in a fight, and we might all be dead when they finish—whatever it is they’re building—then we don’t really have a choice, do we?”

“Huh?”

“If Sorin is right, if the core spire is directing those machines up there. They don’t seem too bright on their own. Our only shot at stopping them is to try to stop them at the spire. It’s either that, or just sit here and wait for the end.”

Hawkins seemed unconvinced. “You’re talking about taking the advice of a lunatic.”

“Yeah…”

I turned back to Sorin.

“So that’s it?” I asked him. “That’s your whole idea? Can you give me more information? Once we’re inside the core, what then? We’ll just magically know what to do?”

Sorin laughed harshly. His eyes darted every which way, as if tracking the voices in his head.

Hawkins finally had had enough. He grunted in pain as he approached Sorin and grabbed his skinny arms. He gave him a shaking. The smaller man was like a ragdoll in his hands.

“Sorin,” Hawkins said. “We’re going to need more information. We can’t just go charging in there without knowing what we’re up against. We need a plan.”

“There’s no time for plans,” Sorin insisted. “Plans are for the cautious. We have to act now, before they finish their work. Every second we waste is precious. They are close to completing their device, now.”

“He’s right about that,” I said. “Waiting around isn’t really an option.”

Sorin had a truly manic light in his eyes. “Follow me, gentlemen. The core spire awaits.”


Chapter 20

Hawkins gathered the remaining militia around him.

“Listen up,” he boomed. “We need volunteers. The guardians are too strong here, too entrenched. We just learned the hard way that we can’t take them head-on. But there might be another way.”

He pointed out toward the open plains in the distance. “That’s where we need to go. To ruins where these things came from. We might be able to stop this bullshit, to end this nightmare once and for all.”

“I volunteer!” Sorin said, coming out of nowhere.

“Great…” Hawkins said, but he didn’t seem like he was overly happy about his one and only volunteer.

No one else looked to enthused. That included me. I stood there, my arms crossed. Going back into the spire core wasn’t on my short list of things to do today.

But then Hana pushed her way through the crowd, her eyes locking with mine.

“Dane, please,” she said. “You have to go. You’re the only one who can do this. For all of us—for me.”

Still squinting, my gaze met hers. I saw raw fear and desperation in her eyes.

Dammit.

“Yeah, okay,” I said. “But if I die out there, I’m coming back to haunt your ass.”

Hana smiled back at me, a playful spark twinkling in her eyes. “If you find a way to save this colony, this ass is all yours.”

I pulled Hana close and kissed her deeply, passionately. She wasn’t a big girl, so I lifted her up in the air. There were some snickers around us, but I didn’t care. She didn’t seem to, either. She was a girl who lived in the moment.

When I gently let go of her, and her shoes touched down onto the dust again, I stepped forward. “I’ll lead the team, chief. Anything would be better than waiting around for the robots to finish building their windmill.”

Hawkins nodded approvingly. “All right, then. Aziz, Song, Everhart, you’re with Tanner. And take the archivist, too. He says he can guide you through the traps.”

Every one of the named colonists looked stunned. “Uh…” Aziz said, approaching Hawkins and I with his hands together. It looked like he was going to pray for us, or something. “Chief…? I hadn’t actually intended—”

“I know, I know. You want to fart around sending more happy-talk signals to those vicious robots. Well, let me clue you in: they aren’t listening. They’re never going to listen. You’ve been reassigned. Get over it.”

Half my mouth curved up in a smile. Poor Jasper Aziz wander off like he’d gotten his tailpipe kicked in.

Selene Everhart approached us next. “Why am I going? What did I do wrong?”

“The team needs a medic. We can’t spare Dr. Wei. So… tag, you’re it.”

She flashed us some teeth, but she didn’t argue any further.

The only member of the announced crew that I wasn’t happy about taking along was Hana Song. She’d become a fast girlfriend, and I didn’t think welcome-home sex was as likely to happen when the girl went into battle at your side.

“Listen, Hawkins,” I began, “I know you’re in charge around here, but—”

“That’s right, Tanner. I am in charge. I let you out of your cell. I didn’t say squat when you started chasing skirts on day two. But I am deciding who’s on your team. Hana has a doctorate in biological sciences. She might be of use when it comes to figuring out what’s happening out there. The other engineers and scientists—well, I need them more than her.”

“Yeah, I can see the logic, but—”

“Then shut up and go. Sorin was pretty hardcore about how much time we don’t have. Stop wasting it.”

Nodding, I gave up. Hana did make sense, now that I considered it. She was a biological scientist. She knew things—but no one was going to worry about foodstuffs and terraforming right now. That was on hold until this threat to the colony was handled.

“Okay,” I said. “But what I would like to have are a few more fighters. Give me some able-bodied men with guns.”

Hawkins shook his head. “I need every man here at this fence. I don’t have enough fighters as it is. The whole point of you going out there to the ruins is to avoid a fight. If there are a hundred more guardians squatting out there under that spire… well… we’re screwed anyways.”

It was hard to refute his logic, so I stopped trying. There were too many unknowns to make better choices.

Turning to my stunned team, I inspected them briefly. I knew Jasper. And of course, Hana. But Selene Everhart was an unknown commodity to me. Hawkins trusted her, but could I?

We geared up in silence, checking our weapons and supplies. The weight of what we were about to do hung heavy with each of us.

Except for Sorin, that is. He was still acting nuts, pacing around in circles, dragging his ragged robe.

The mental break he’d suffered in the ruins had left him a shell of the man I’d met just a few days prior. Now, he was like one of those poor homeless bastards you might see roaming the city streets of Earth, shouting at holos and bird shit.

By the time we set out, it was dark. As we began the long march, I couldn’t help but cast frequent glances uphill.

The alien device still loomed above us. Thankfully, it was finished yet. But now, in the encroaching darkness, I could see the force field that surrounded it.

Had I been mistaken all this time, or was the field changing? It was no longer an aura of bubbling black energy. It was like nothing I’d ever seen before.

A shimmering curtain of light, danced and weaved around itself in the night sky. Blues and greens and purples swirled together in an eldritch display. The whole effect reminded me of the auroras back home on Earth.

For a moment, I forgot about the danger. Forgot about the guardians and the cube, and the fate of the colony. I was just a man, standing in the presence of something far beyond my understanding.

But then Hana touched my arm, breaking the spell. “Dane, we have to keep moving,” she whispered.

I nodded, tearing my eyes away from the spectacle above. She was right. We had a job to do. We weren’t getting paid any overtime.

Our team of five set out across the Gray Plain, the ash crunching beneath our boots. Hoofing it to the ruins wasn’t exactly strenuous, but the loose ash made it hard on the knees and ankles, even with proper boots.

The ancient city loomed ahead, its spires reaching toward the sky like skeletal fingers.

Before we got a quarter of the way there, another ghost signal sounded. All our comms buzzed and sang. There was even an almost voice-like pattern this time. Where was that coming from?

The sound wasn’t anything human or natural. It echoed across the plain, a haunting wail that made Hana stop, grab herself, and shiver. She squealed and pointed back behind us.

I looked back toward the colony, my eyes widening at what I saw. The alien device on the hilltop was glowing brightly now, pulsing with light. It seemed to draw power from the signal, growing stronger with each passing second.

Sorin had been affected as well. He was staggering, instead of marching. He’d wandered off from our group like a drunk. He veered off in a new direction, his hands over his ears.

Selene Everhart went and pulled him back, like he was guiding a toddler. She was whispering to him and seemed to be crying herself. Tears ran down her cheeks.

Great.

I made a mental note of that little episode. Selene seemed emotional and weak. I knew from experience that team members that spooked easily were a liability. They got others killed. As was my usual nature, I was in no mood for dying. At the very least, I had an agreement to keep with Hana.

“Keep moving,” I said. “Don’t let some foghorn set you guys into hysterics. We can’t afford to waste any more time.”

Jasper Aziz began trailing behind us then, and I finally grew tired of him.

“What are you doing? Playing with more signals to send to the aliens?” I demanded.

“Huh? Oh… no, Tanner. I’ve summoned aid.”

I squinted, following his gestures. He was pointing off into the dark, back toward the colony domes we’d just left behind.

A low hum filled the air. I spotted it, unslinging my rifle. But then, when I recognized the flying contraption, I relaxed. It was a jump drone.

“Where the hell has that thing been? And who the hell is in it?”

“Sorry, Tanner,” Jasper said. “The drone is my doing. I called it remotely.”

I looked at the comm specialist and raised my arms, giving him the classic ‘what the fuck’ look.

“Why didn’t you load us up in that thing from the start? We might be there by now! You know I hate walking long distances if I don’t have to, right, Aziz?”

He looked sheepish. “I was worried a signal blast might knock it out of the sky. I didn’t think any of us would want that happening. I’ve been monitoring its readings—I think we’re safe to fly.”

“Think?” Hana chirped. I suspected she didn’t enjoy flying in a jump drone, even on a good day.

“That’s the best I can offer,” said Jasper, shrugging. “There is no certainty when dealing with unknown aliens. That last signal, for example—I don’t think they’ve ever exhibited an audio component before.”

I ignored the team and waved at the drone, which was hovering over us. “Set her down, Jasper,” I said, giving him a curt nod. “Song can walk to the ruins if she likes. I’m flying.”

Hana huffed at that. I shrugged it off. As long as I was in charge, she’d need to get used to me laying down orders.

As the craft made its landing approach, I shielded my eyes from the blasting circle of dust it lifted up and inspected our new ride.

The drone was a sleek little number, all curves and chrome. Probably cost more than I made in a year. Aziz brought it down gently as a feather, the engines barely whirring as the ash swirled around our feet.

Hana watched the thing land, but she didn’t approach it. Her face was tight with worry.

“Maybe we should go back home,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “We could get out while we still can. We could even go out far into the desert.”

I shook my head. “Why? This colony and your domes are the only living things on this rock. Everything else is just dust and echoes.”

She didn’t argue. She was a smart girl, and she knew I was right. We were stuck investigating the deadly ruins, for better or for worse.

We piled into the jump drone, and Aziz grabbed hold of the manual controls. The engines hummed to life, the vibrations rattling my teeth. I gripped the edge of my seat.

I’d never enjoyed flying. Too many things that could go wrong. But it beat walking, especially with what may lurk out here.

As we lifted off, I caught a glimpse of the colony on the far side of the ring of hills that surrounded it. From the air, it looked so small, so fragile. Like a child’s toy set, waiting to be crushed underfoot by an alien technology building a box of troubles.

We banked hard, heading for the mountains. Aziz was taking us the long way around, trying to avoid that alien cube. Smart move. Who knew what that thing was capable of?

I stared out the window as we flew, the landscape blurring beneath us. The obelisk dominated the distance, a black shape against the gray sky. It was bigger than I remembered. The shimmering aurora-like force field still surrounded it, growing larger by the hour.

The tentacled guardians swarmed over the artifact’s surface, their metal limbs flashing in the fading sunlight. They worked tirelessly, assembling the device piece by piece. I had no idea what they were building, but if the state of this world was any indication, we were in for a rough ride.

Soon, the colony was too far behind us to be seen. We flew in silence, the only sound the hum of the four engines. The jump drone ate up the miles, and the ancient city grew larger with each passing minute. I checked my rifle one last time, making sure it was ready.

I had a feeling I was going to need it.

My hand caressed the buzzblade strapped to my thigh. It was the best girlfriend a guy like me could ever hope for. So quiet you almost forgot she was there—until it was time for some action.

When we reached the ancient alien ruins, the jump drone shuddered. The problem got worse as we approached the core spire.

Aziz wrestled with the controls. Something was wrong. That damn ghost signal. It was messing with the systems.

“Aziz?” I said, pretending I was unconcerned.

The drone dropped suddenly, sending my stomach into my throat. So much for the ghost signal not fucking with the drone’s power and electronics. When we’d been far enough away, we’d been unaffected, but now…

There was another rough pitch and bounce. I cursed as I bit my tongue. I gripped the armrests, knuckles white.

This was going to be a rough landing. Aziz did his best, but we hit the ground hard, skidding across the ash.

I heard Hana cry out. She sounded hurt. I unbuckled my harness, my head ringing.

“How is she?” I asked Selene, who was already checking out Hana.

“She twisted her ankle—might be broken.”

“Sorry, Dane…” Hana told me, her face full of pain and shame.

“Don’t worry about it. Aziz and his shitty piloting are to blame.”

Aziz went into a bout of apologizing, but I ignored him.

“There’s no time for this nonsense!” Sorin shouted at us. “Either walk on it or don’t—we must go now!”

Sorin was already moving, stumbling out of the drone. I followed him, my hand on my gun. Selene stayed behind, tending to Hana. She was the team medic, after all. I trusted her to handle it.

The core spire towered over us. It reminded me of a decaying wizard’s tower from an old fantasy novel I read years ago.

Sorin was clutching at his head. “The heartbeat…” he said. “It’s so strong, here.”

It did seem to me that I could feel the ghost signal pulsing from this place—like a heartbeat.

We had to get inside that spire, and fast. We’d find the source of the signal and shut it down.

Did I believe we could do it? Not really. But I was out of better ideas.

We reached the dark grand entrance passing through a crumbling wall that surrounded the core spire. I’d fought to the death the last time I was here, fleeing my first guardian. I wished it had been my last.

I glanced back at the drone, wondering how Hana was doing. She was in good hands, I told myself. Selene would take care of her.

She would have to. There was no calling in a quick medical evacuation. Worse, the jump drone was a smoking wreck. From the looks of it, we were stuck here until we humped it back to the colony on foot. I could already envision myself carrying Hana on my back.

Aziz looked shaken after the crash, but at least he was in one piece. I scanned the area. No sign of Sorin. Where the hell had he gone?

Then I saw him. That crazy bastard was heading straight for the core spire. Alone. What was he thinking?

I cursed under my breath. We couldn’t let him go in there by himself. Who knew what kind of trouble he’d get into?

I turned to Aziz. “Stay with the drone. Keep an eye on Hana and Selene. I’m going after Sorin.”

Aziz shook his head. “No way, Tanner. I’m coming with you.”

I didn’t have time to argue. Every second counted. “Fine. But stay close. And try not to shoot me in the butt.”

We took off after Sorin, our boots pounding on the ash. The entrance to the spire was dead ahead, a black hole waiting to swallow us up.

I had a bad feeling about this. But what choice did we have? Sorin was already inside.

Aziz and I both tapped on our shoulder lights on our suits. Two bright lights shone into the encroaching darkness, bouncing with each step.

Soon, I was instructing Aziz on avoiding traps. After a while, we reached the blood-soaked chamber. The remains of Billy Trent coated the floor.

Jasper made as if to wretch. I took a deep breath and covered my nose. The air was rancid and smelled of death.

I motioned to Jasper, pointing to a passageway leading out of this hole. Exiting the chamber, we plunged into the maze. Stone walls pressed in on us from all sides. I imagined it was like being inside an ancient earth pyramid, all tight corridors and dead ends. The air was thick and musty. But at least it didn’t smell like hot-baked death.

“Hold up, Tanner.”

Aziz pulled out some kind of detecting equipment, fiddling with the dials. He was trying to get a read on the ghost signal, to figure out which way to go.

I kept my eyes peeled, my pulse-rifle at the ready. I had a taste already of traps the Ancients had left behind. I wasn’t taking any chances.

Aziz let out a triumphant shout. “Got it!”

I motioned for him to keep his voice down. Even in the dim light, I could see his face was flushed with embarrassment. I tried waving it off, flashing him the ‘okay’ sign.

He’d locked onto the signal. We had a direction now, at least.

I nodded, motioning for him to lead the way. He consulted his device, plotting our course. We were deep in the spire’s heart now, spiraling ever inward.

One thing had me worried. There had been no sign of Sorin since we’d entered the spire. Dare I risk calling out for Sorin? My voice would echo far off these walls. But if there was no answer, what was the point? Would a raving mad lunatic like Sorin even answer my call, if he heard me?

I decided to keep quiet. We pressed on, following the twists and turns of the maze. It was easy to get turned around in here, to lose your sense of direction. But Aziz kept us on track, his equipment guiding the way. Most of the traps seemed to be laid on false paths—the turns the unfamiliar soul might take by mistake.

“The signal is getting stronger now,” Aziz whispered. “We have to be closer to the source.”

Most of the time, the signal was a low monotonous drone on many frequencies. Now and then, however, it would spike and burst with power. Now that it was so strong, I could feel it pulsing in my skull like a living thing. I really hoped I wasn’t going to experience the sheer joy of a spike in power at such close range. Even now, it felt like it was trying to tear me apart from the inside out.

“Suck it up, Tanner,” I said to myself through gritted teeth.

We pushed through the fear and discomfort in our heads. I kept Sorin in mind. Sure, it would have been easy to write off the crazy bastard, and I might have done it—except for the fact I needed to save his crazy ass. He was going to be my ticket out of here in the long run—if I ever did escape back to Earth.

Aziz proved to be a skillful navigator. We soon emerged into a massive chamber. Bigger than any I had seen so far inside the belly of the spire. The walls here were covered in more of those strange symbols, glowing with a blue light.

There, in the center of the big room, was Sorin.

He was trapped. His foot was caught in some kind of ancient mechanism. It looked like it was crushing him, the metal biting into his flesh. The poor hissing nutjob had gotten himself caught in an alien ‘bear-trap’.

I rushed over to him with Aziz right behind me. Sorin’s face was pale, his eyes glazed with pain. He was mumbling something, his lips moving silently.

I leaned in close, trying to make out the words. But I couldn’t understand him. It was like he was speaking in tongues—or some ancient language I’d never heard before.

I looked at Aziz. “We have to get him out of that thing.”

Aziz nodded, already examining the mechanism. He fiddled with it, trying to find a release.

But it was no use. The thing was locked up tight. The metal had fused together. We’d need some heavy-duty tools to cut through it.

I cursed under my breath. We didn’t have time for this. That signal was getting stronger by the minute. But we couldn’t just leave Sorin here. Not like this.

I made a snap battlefield decision. “Aziz, you stay with him. See if you can get him loose. I’m going to keep searching for the source of the signal.”

Aziz looked uncertain. I slapped him on the shoulder. “I know you’ll find a way, Jasper.”

Turning, I scanned the room, looking for an exit.

A pulsing light emanated from an open doorway. That looked as promising a lead as I could hope for in this shithole of a maze. With any luck, beyond that doorway lay the source of the signal.

I’d almost reached the doorway when Aziz called out, his tone hushed.

“Tanner?” he said. “Wait! You should come look at this.”


Chapter 21

Aziz had found Sorin. I knelt down next to the archivist. He was mumbling, his eyes glazed over with pain. I couldn’t make out the words, but it sounded like he was babbling in some kind of code.

“Do you see it?” Aziz asked me.

I looked over at Aziz. “This guy has gone completely over the rainbow. I’m not seeing anything helpful. What should I look at?”

“He knocked his head into me,” he began. “And, well, his cowl shifted.”

“His cowl?”

“Yeah, that’s what you call the hood on a robe. Just look. There’s something underneath.”

My face twisted up into an unhappy expression. Old Archivist Sorin seemed to be drooling a little. “We’re talking about something more than his fugly face, right?”

Jasper reached down and snatched back the cowl. Then, I saw what he was talking about.

“Holy shit!” I spat in disgust.

Sorin was wearing a skullweb—but it wasn’t looking right. The thing had wrapped itself around his head like a second skin. In fact, the black network of wires appeared to have sunken in, like a fishnet bag that’s drawn too tight and cutting lines into a bunch of fruit.

Jasper winced at the device. “Those things are so freaky…” Apparently, he was as bothered by the sight as I was.

“You mean he’s been wearing this thing the whole time?” I asked. “I bet that’s why he always had that mask on. To hide this condition from us.”

“I’ve never seen a skullweb go crazy like this. Sometimes, psionic people get really attached to them. They sleep with them and abuse them by reading people’s minds without permission… but this…” I shook my head, my mind racing. “I don’t know how this could even have happened.”

I looked back at Sorin, who was still trapped and in pain. I knew we had to get him out of here, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more going on here than we realized.

“What do you know about skullwebs, Jasper? They seem like something a nerd like you would know something about.”

Aziz shook his head, his eyes never leaving Sorin’s crisscrossed face. “It’s a neural interface. The aliens here used something similar to control their technology.”

“What? No one ever told me that!”

Jasper shrugged. “You’ve only been here a few days. But about the skullweb, it’s dangerous to wear one for too long. It opens up your mind to psionic influences.”

“Psionic influences?”

“Skullwebs can open up your head to all sorts of weird psychic shit. Visions, voices, maybe even mind control.”

Sorin’s mouth flapped open. He rolled a tongue around in there. I could see he was missing a tooth. He didn’t seem to be aware of us at all.

Great. Just what we needed. No wonder Sorin was acting so squirrelly, with that thing wrapped around his brain like a damn parasite.

“Anything else?”

“Yeah… I don’t pretend to understand how it works, but I’ve seen enough to know that these things can be bad news. If the alien signal is using psionic transmissions to control the guardians and build that obelisk, we could be dealing with a whole new level of weird here, Tanner.”

“What’s the risk to Sorin if we take this goddamn thing off?”

Aziz shrugged. “A coin toss, really. It could kill him… or save him.”

I took a deep breath, then exhaled slowly.

We couldn’t risk leaving Sorin here. What if he was under the control of psionic influences and intent on destroying the colony?

On the other hand, removing the skullweb could either save Sorin’s mind—or kill him. Besides, we had no idea what kind of damage it had already done.

But I couldn’t just leave him like this, a puppet on a string. So, I knew what I had to do.

“All right, let’s do it. Let’s get that thing off him.”

The skullweb pulsed on his head. I reached out and dug my fingers in, trying to pry my way between his sweating skin and the wires. The device seemed to tighten a fraction—then Sorin’s eyes snapped open. It was freaky, and I yanked my hands back.

Sorin started thrashing around like a wild animal. “No! Thief! Your life is forfeit!”

He reached for me, keening and screeching. He was suddenly stronger than he looked. His limbs were powered by hysteria—or sheer madness.

Fortunately, he was no match for me. He scratched and howled, but I began to dig at the skullweb again. I grunted as I struggled to keep my grip on the tangle of nodules and wires.

Sorin fought me with everything he had. It was like wrestling a hundred-pound stim addict—who was slathered in grease.

“Goddamn it, Sorin!” I cursed as he thrashed about.

I wasn’t about to let him win. Not when the fate of the whole colony could be at stake. I wrapped my arms around his skinny chest, pinning his arms to his sides. He kicked and screamed, but I held on tight.

“Jasper! Rip it off!”

Aziz grabbed hold of the skullweb. Sorin threw his head backward and to the side, causing Aziz’s fingers to slip. His first attempt to pull it free failed.

“Come on, come on! He’s a skinny old man!”

The tech specialist latched on. With one final tug, Aziz ripped the skullweb off Sorin’s head. It rippled and spurted blood as it came out of his skin. Clumps of black hair accompanied the prize.

Sorin let out a howl of pain. His body convulsed before going limp in my arms.

Aziz handed me the skullweb. I tossed it aside, wiping my hands in disgust. Sorin’s foot was still trapped, but at least he was free from that damn thing.

We started to work on his foot, next, and we were getting a bit of progress when the archivist’s eyes fluttered open. His face had changed, now. Before it had been full of wide-eyed madness. All of that had been replaced by sheer pain.

Without the skullweb, the agony of his trapped foot hit him full force. He let out a groan, his hands clawing at the rusted metal.

His skin was pale and clammy, his breathing shallow. It was clear that the skullweb had taken a toll on his body as well as his mind.

“Easy, Sorin,” I said. “We’re going to get you out of this thing. I promise.”

My hand strayed down to my buzzblade. We might end up amputating his trapped foot. But we’d get him free.

Sorin shook his head, his eyes wide with panic. “The signal,” he gasped. “It’s been calling to me. Summoning me to the core spire.”

That was a curious way to phrase it—summoning.

“What do you mean, it’s been summoning you?”

Sorin took a shuddering breath. “The signal. It’s been whispering in my head, ever since we found these ruins. It wanted me to come here, you see—to the spire. I’ve resisted it for months—until now.”

“Why? What’s here in this place?”

I prodded at his foot, making him wince. I tried to spin a gear, but it was no dice.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But the signal... it’s not calling to me anymore, but it’s directing the guardians. I’m sure of that.”

“Yeah, they’ve been busy.”

He rolled his eyes at me. “Doing what?”

“Uh… we were just out there, don’t you recall? They’re building a device on the hill overlooking the colony base.”

“Yes, of course… my mind wasn’t my own. I’m sorry—how did I get here?”

Jasper told him the long story. During that time, I tried to figure out a way to apply a lever. I tried to use rocks, broken masonry—even the handle of my buzzblade, but Sorin’s foot was stuck fast.

“We’ve got no more time to work on this, Sorin,” I said finally. “We’re going deeper into the spire—to see if we can shut it down.”

He looked a little freaked out. “You’re going to leave me here? Stuck like this?”

Jasper and I exchanged hard glances. I could tell both of us were willing to do it—but it wasn’t going to be our good deed for the day.

Sorin wasn’t dumb. He saw our expressions. He became desperate. “You’ve got arms like an ape, Tanner. Use them! Pull me out of here!”

Could I muscle it open, I wondered? I gritted my teeth and grabbed hold of the rusted metal trap that had Sorin’s foot locked in its jaws. I pulled with one hand and shoved with the other. Then I scrabbled in the dirt to get a good footing and tried some more.

Jasper helped as best he could. He put his narrow fingers and thin limbs into the struggle. It was something, at least.

Straining with all my might, the muscles in my arms bulged. The trap groaned and creaked, but it didn’t budge.

I took a deep breath and tried again, this time putting my back into it. I could feel the veins in my neck standing out as I strained against the ancient mechanism.

“Come on, you prick! Give!”

But the trap refused to budge. Finally, I sat back and let my sides heave for a few breaths. I unslung my pack and rummaged for the med-kit. He was going to need it.

“Sorry, Sorin,” I said. “Aziz, give him something to bite down on.”

I unstrapped my buzzblade and flipped it on.


Chapter 22

After a lot of sawing and howling, we got the foot off. There was a molecular printer in the kit—just a small one. It was really meant to do things like seal up lacerations—but it did stop the hemorrhaging.

Sorin wasn’t a happy camper. He was barely conscious, in fact. Aziz helped me to haul him up, and we each slung one of his arms over our shoulders. We pretty much dragged him toward the entrance chamber. It was going to be a hell of a long walk home if that drone couldn’t be fixed.

It was slow going, dragging Sorin between us through the uneven terrain of the ruins. It seemed from the dead weight at times that he was drifting in and out of consciousness.

By the time we emerged from the core spire, the sun had long since set over the Gray Plain. The jump drone sat where we’d left it, its engines silent but no longer smoldering from the crash.

Selene was waiting for us, her med-kit at the ready. She took one look at Sorin’s missing foot and cursed.

“Get him in the drone with Hana,” she said, already pulling out bandages and antiseptic. “I need to stabilize him before we can move him any farther.”

I nodded and helped Aziz load Sorin into the back of the drone. Hana was already there, looking pale. Her breathing was ragged but steady.

Selene climbed in after us, her hands already working to stop the bleeding. Aziz and I had applied the tourniquet from the med-kit, but amputations were messy things.

I was a lot of things: an asshole, a soldier—sometimes, a lover. But “surgeon” wasn’t on my resume.

“Jasper, I think you should take them back to the colony base, pronto. You think you can get this thing to fly again?”

Aziz looked over the drone’s navigation console. He shook his head, his face grim. “The crash and those alien signals have fried the electronics. I can get the engines going, but I’ll have to fly it on pure manual. That’s not easy with a four-rotor drone like this.”

“Meaning?”

“It might crash again if I fly it. I’d have to stay low, right down on the deck—in case.”

“In case… you drive it into the dirt?”

“Yeah.”

I felt a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. We were in trouble, with two wounded, and no easy way to get them the help they needed.

My eyes drifted back toward the entrance at the base of the spire. The ancient walls stretched into the darkness. At least there was a nice dry wind cooling my sweat. The crispness of the Acheron night was a welcome relief.

What a goat-roping this entire mission had been.

There was a nudge on my back. “I need more room, Tanner.” It was Selene. She was tending to Sorin with practiced efficiency, but my rather big frame inside this tight space was getting in the way.

I turned back to the others and stepped out into the dust, which was now blowing around into swirling clouds. I squinted to keep it out of my eyes, which were fixated on that black rectangle that was the entrance.

I knew what I had to do. It was probably what I should have done from the very start.

“I’m going back inside. I’ll see if I can find a way to stop the signal.”

Aziz frowned. “You can’t go alone, Tanner. It’s too dangerous. What if—”

I cut him off mid-sentence. “Selene must stay here with Sorin and Hana. And you’re the only one who knows how to fix the jump drone.”

Aziz started to argue. “But—”

I shook my head. I wasn’t in the mood. “Get to work, Aziz,” I said sternly. “We need this bird flying, and soon.”

“No. It doesn’t make sense. I don’t think this thing is safe to fly, and if you don’t succeed down there—well, the colony is probably dead, anyway. All of us. So… I’m coming with you.”

After thinking it over for a moment, I smiled approvingly. “Fine. Bring your goodie bag. I just need to take a piss, first.”

***

I zipped myself up and headed back to the drone to grab my gear. Sorin was sitting up, his eyes wild and unfocused. A few minutes ago, he’d been out cold. I wondered what was happening inside his addled brain now?

Selene squealed when he stood, putting weight on that mangled stump without even flinching. It was like he couldn’t even feel the pain. He stumbled toward me, his voice raspy and urgent.

“Tanner, listen to me. I remember now. The whispers... they showed me the way.”

It was hard to trust anything coming out of his mouth at this point. That skullweb had done a number on his old noodle.

“Um… the way to what, Sorin? What are you talking about?”

He grabbed at my arm, his grip surprisingly strong. “The way deeper into the spire. Past the traps. There’s a puzzle... a key.”

That made my face squinch up. I was tired of riddles. “A key to what, you crazy bastard?”

He brushed away my insult. “To the heart of the spire, fool. Where the signal is coming from.” His eyes bored into mine, intense and crazed.

“You’re nuts, Sorin. We were almost there. We were almost to the heart of the spire, if it hadn’t been for you getting your foot caught in that trap... All right, what’s this puzzle? Tell me quick, before I hack off your other foot.”

Selene approached angrily at this threat, but Sorin didn’t seem to be hearing me too well anyway. She needn’t have worried on his behalf.

Sorin sucked in a shaky breath, coughed for a bit and sputtered, then spoke. “The answer is light, Tanner. All spectrums of light. Use them to unlock the way forward.”

“Great…” Goddamn it, I hated puzzles. “What are we talking about, here? Like a prism? Something breaking white light into colors? What?”

Sorin sagged back against the seats in the drone. Selene was helping him, easing him down and clucking over his dirty wounds.

“Come on, talk! Give me something solid!”

But Sorin didn’t answer me with any further useful information. His brief surge of energy had been spent.

“You should go, Dane,” Hana said. “Don’t worry about us. You might be too late already.”

Looking at her, I jerked a thumb over my shoulder and toward Sorin. “Did you get any of that?”

She shook her head. “No. You have to go. Hurry.”

Kissing her, I left. Once I was out of earshot, I began cursing steadily. With packs on our shoulders, Aziz and I made our way toward the entrance once more. Soon, we were winding our way into the maze, making good time. We knew the place by now. It shouldn’t get dangerous until we were deep inside.

“Light spectrums and ancient puzzles… crap. Hey, Jasper. You got any idea what Sorin was babbling about? Was it total bullshit?”

He tugged at the strap of his pack. “Actually, I think I might. He was talking about different wavelengths of light, I think. Beyond just visible.”

“Not just colors?”

“No. Infrared, ultraviolet, that sort of thing.”

“And you’ve got gear that can see in those spectrums?”

He nodded. “Yeah, got a few fancy scopes and filters. For surveying and such.”

I clapped him on the shoulder. “All right then. Finally, a bit of good news.”

Aziz rummaged through his sack, pulling out a bulky set of goggles. He left them down around his neck. There was also some kind of scanner in his hand. “Ready for when we get there,” he said.

Light, I kept thinking. That crazy bastard had said the key to unlocking the spire’s secrets was light... I just hoped that vague hint would be enough.

We pushed deeper, following the streaks left behind from Sorin’s bloody stump. The air grew colder. The walls closed in. I tried not to think about the tons of stone above us. If a tremor struck, would we be crushed like bugs?

We’d been walking for some time, when finally, I pointed just ahead. “There. The room that messed up Sorin.”

Stepping inside, we were greeted by the faint smell of blood in the dry air of the large circular chamber. Strange and intricate symbols were carved into the walls. In the center of the room, the trap still contained Sorin’s amputated foot and sat in a dark wet pool. Crimson splatters stained the floor and walls.

I felt bad for the old man. Losing a foot like that had to suck. Hopefully, the colony Med-Bay was good enough to grow him a new one. Even that would hurt, however. It would be all pink and soft…

None of that would even happen if we didn’t find something down here and survive to tell about it.

Ahead of us was a doorway that emitted pulsating light.

“Ready?” I asked. Aziz flashed a thumbs up.

We stepped inside.

This circular chamber was even larger than the previous one. In the center of the next room rested a pedestal with a faint glow to it. Was this the puzzle Sorin had mentioned?

Aziz stepped forward, fiddling with his goggles. “Freaky... There are symbols, here—and a central orb.”

“All I see is wavering shadows and glimmers.”

“Yes, but there are shapes, trust me. They’re only visible in different light spectrums. Infrared, ultraviolet, even radio waves.”

I frowned. “So… you got it figured out? What’s it all mean?”

He pointed to something in the air that I couldn’t see. “I think it’s some kind of lock. We need to input the right sequence of colors to open it.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Like a fucking rainbow?”

He shook his head. “It has more shades than that. A full color wheel, plus the non-visible spectrums.”

“Sounds complicated.”

Aziz grinned. “Lucky for us, I know my way around a color wheel.”

He started turning the orb only he could see. murmuring to himself. “Infrared comes before red. Radio waves after violet. Ultraviolet between blue and indigo...”

I watched him work, impressed. This guy knew his stuff. Tech nerds like Aziz didn’t get enough credit. Sure, I could tear a guy like him in two, but it was specialists like him that made our jobs as XCU men a hell of a lot easier.

The orb finally clicked into place. I could hear it, even if I couldn’t see it. Then, a hidden door slid open, revealing a passage deeper into the spire.

I clapped Aziz on the shoulder. “Nice work, four-eyes. See if you can take that magic eight-ball with us. It might come in handy.”

He nodded, looking pleased with himself. We stepped through the door.

The source of the signal was close. I could feel it. I chuckled.

The passage led downward and opened up into an even larger chamber. Massive stone blocks shifted and moved out of the way as we approached, like they were reacting to our presence. Or maybe to the invisible orb Aziz was carrying. Either way, it was unnerving as hell.

I kept my guard up, ready for anything. This place was full of surprises, none of them pleasant.

We came to a vertical shaft, barely wide enough for a person to squeeze through. I looked at Aziz, squinting. He shrugged. He had no idea where to go.

Taking the lead, I eased myself into the tight space. The stone was cold against my skin, pressing in from all sides. I’m not usually claustrophobic, but this was testing my limits.

Pushing through, I tried not to think about getting stuck. About the tons of rock above us, ready to crush us into paste. Aziz followed close behind, his breathing loud in the confined space.

Finally, the shaft opened up into yet another frigging chamber. I pulled myself out, taking a deep breath. Aziz tumbled out behind me, looking relieved.

Then… I saw it.

One of the ancient guardians, chained to a thick stone column. It was struggling against its bonds, metal limbs clanking. Its eyes flashed red, erratic and unfocused.

I raised my pulse-rifle, ready to put it down. But something made me hesitate. The way it was moving, the desperate, jerky motions. It almost looked... pissed? But about what?

Aziz noticed it, too. He stepped forward cautiously, scanner in hand.

“It’s trying to get free. To follow the signal, I think.” He looked at me, eyes wide. “But the chains are holding it back.”

I nodded slowly. The ghost signal was strong here. Even I could feel it. The sensation was in my head, whirring. It was kind of like industrial lights you could hear sometimes in a quiet room, singing and buzzing.

Hearing it was bad, I figured. The signal had taken over Sorin and driven him to the edge of sanity. As far as I could tell, it looked like it had done a number on this guardian, too.

I lowered my weapon slightly. This thing was a threat, no doubt, but it was also a victim. A pawn in a game I couldn’t pretend to understand.


Chapter 23

We edged around the chamber, but as the walls narrowed, we were getting closer to the chained-up guardian.

Aziz and I exchanged a glance. We had to be smart about this. One wrong move and we’d end up like Billy. Shredded and left for dead.

I motioned for Aziz to keep his distance and went first myself. We needed to get past this thing without setting it off. Without becoming its next targets.

The problem was the shape of the chamber. The guardian was chained to a thick shaft of stone in the middle of the space, and that would have been fine, if the place had been regular in its dimensions.

The ancient monstrosity got more antsy as I got closer to it. Those metal tentacles lashed out, scarring fallen stones and ancient bricks. Sometimes, there was a frenzy of sparks and screeching gears. Those tentacles couldn’t reach us, not yet—but it was hard to tell if we could scoot all the way around without coming into reach.

“This thing is half-nuts,” I told Jasper.

“Yes,” he agreed. “Driven to the brink by the ghost signal pulsing through its alien circuitry. What I wonder is who chained it here, and why? Could this thing somehow be a risk to their plans?”

I had no frigging idea, so I didn’t bother to speculate. Instead, I scooted my butt—which was hugging the wall by now, around in an attempt to bypass the guardian.

Pretty soon, I figured out how this was probably going to end. We had to take it out. We could shoot it until it stopped functioning, putting it down hard from a distance. If the chains held, and it didn’t call any friends, it wouldn’t be able to do us any harm.

I checked my rifle and snapped the breech shut. “Aziz? You got any tricks up your sleeve?” I asked, never taking my eyes off the rampaging machine. “This is it, man. If you’ve got some tech wizardry to even the odds, it’s time to speak up.”

He nodded sharply, nimble fingers already fiddling with his scanner. “I might be able to disrupt its control systems. Scramble its circuits—at least for a bit.”

“Do it. I’ll keep its attention.”

I raised my weapon, squaring off against the guardian like an old-earth matador facing a raging bull. And just like a bull, the guardian seemed to have its nutsack in a vise. It focused on me, crimson eyes flashing with malevolent intent.

I fired off a few shots, aiming for its joints—any weakness I could exploit. The reports were deafening in the enclosed space. The thing went crazy, its tentacles whipping through the air like razor-edged vipers. A few of the chains snapped, but it was weakening.

Suddenly, the guardian froze. Its tentacles went slack, its eyes dimming to a dull burgundy. Aziz had done it. He’d scrambled its systems, bought us a window. A slim one. It wouldn’t last long. We had to act fast, pressing what little advantage we had.

I slung my weapon, cracking my knuckles in anticipation. Time to get up close and personal to dish out an old-fashioned beatdown.

I charged forward, a grim smile on my face and grabbed one of the guardian’s tentacles. The metal was cold, unyielding. I planted my feet, muscles straining with the effort. Sawing with my buzzblade, I worked on the joints. The tentacle threw off a shower of sparks, the shriek of rending metal filling the air.

The guardian twitched, trying to fight back. But Aziz hit it with another blast from his projector, keeping it off-balance. Once all the tentacles were shorn away, I moved in, tearing at its chassis like a man possessed. Ripping out wires, crushing metal beneath my boots. It was brutal inelegant butchery, but it got the job done.

Finally, the guardian collapsed. Nothing more than a pile of scrap and the acrid stench of fried circuits.

I stood over it, chest heaving, knuckles bloody from the pounding I had dished out. I stepped back, breathing hard.

“That was kind of fun,” I breathed.

Aziz smiled, a huge grin that covered his entire face.

We slid past the shaft of stone and found a tunnel leading downward. Still more tunnels? How deep were we now? How far down did the core spire’s stone guts go?

The place was a damn maze, all twisting stone shafts and dead ends. It was like some ancient labyrinth designed to trap the unwary, to send them spiraling into madness.

We picked our way through the maze until we finally emerged into the heart of the spire. Once we saw it, we knew we’d found it at last. That stone shaft above… that had been the top, I guess.

But now we were looking at the base. The core spire rose before us, a monolithic tower of ancient stone with root-like veins of metal gleamed bright, running all over the stone. I instinctively knew what it was. The source of the ghost signal.

The air surrounding the shaft seemed distorted. The effect was like heat rising off a sunbaked road.

But this was no natural phenomenon. This was something else entirely. The spire seemed almost to be alive. It was malevolent and hungry, reaching out with invisible tendrils to ensnare the unwary. To drag them into its embrace and never let go.

“You hangin’ in there, tech-man?” I asked.

Aziz flashed me a thumbs up. I liked the kid. He had more than earned my respect. I couldn’t believe he was the same lame-looking, shaking-in-his-boots punk I’d met just a day ago. He was more composed. Relaxed. Maybe deadly alien artifacts brought out the best in him.

I scanned the room, looking for any hidden surprises. I didn’t want to end up like Sorin—cutting my own foot off just to escape this crap-hole.

There was a glint of metal and glass amongst the rubble. I unslung my rifle and cautiously moved closer. Each footfall echoed through the central spire.

Dr. Renn’s spectacles? That’s what they had to be…

I picked them up. They were mangled, twisted. Like he’d been punched in the face with a railgun.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out what this find probably meant: Dr. Renn was dead.

“Looks like the good doctor is no more,” I said, tossing the glasses onto the floor.

“That’s a strong possibility,” said Aziz, his words echoing in the chamber. “Those glasses look…”

He didn’t need to finish. We both knew what it meant. What it implied.

“What do you say we shut down this goddamn alien radio station?” I said, straightening up.

“Sounds easy when you put it that way, Tanner.”

We moved on, taking care with each step. Circumnavigating the central shaft, we ran into a big surprise when we came around to the far side of it.

“That’s… it can’t be!” Aziz breathed.

“Dr. Renn?” I called, peering up into the gloom.

He was plastered to the spire like some kind of sick effigy, his body wrapped in a tangle of wires and metal. Cables snaked in and out of his pale skin like parasitic worms. His mouth hung open in a silent scream, his teeth replaced by jagged shards of metal.

A skullweb was embedded in his flesh—just as it had been in Sorin’s case. Renn was a hybrid now, part man, part machine.

His eyes snapped open as I approached. They were wild and unfocused. He let out a sound somewhere between a laugh and a scream, his body jerking against his bonds.

“You’re too late,” he rasped, his voice distorted by the machinery. “It’s already begun.”

I raised my buzzblade, the weight familiar in my hand. “What’s begun?” I demanded. “What the hell did they do to you?”

Renn just laughed, a broken, mechanical sound. “You’ll see,” he said. “You’ll all see.”

“Speak plainly, Doctor. Or whatever the hell you are…”

Specialist Aziz had strapped his goggles on again. “The signal,” he said. “It’s coming from him. He’s the source.”

He was a smart thinking kid to use the goggles again.

“He’s the source?” I repeated back, letting that sink in. “When did these signals start?”

“Weeks ago—but they got much stronger when Renn came out here to investigate and disappeared. They became dangerous after that.”

Suddenly, I got it. Sorin had explained part of this puzzle. He said the signal was in his head, violating his brain. That it used his skullweb to connect with him and give him orders.

Had it learned to do that from Dr. Renn? He was a psionic, after all. He’d come down here with lots of big, pompous ideas and no experience. He’d been caught and converted into a translation module, perhaps. A connection point between human minds and technology and this—alien abomination.

I didn’t know if the core spire was an AI, or simply an alien computer left behind by the aliens who dwelt here to run the place. What I did know was it had goals and missions of its own. It wanted to run Acheron the way it liked to—and humans weren’t part of that equation. Not unless we were its servants.

Where did that leave us now? If Renn was helping the alien machines… well… he was going to have to be stopped. I turned my face back up toward Renn. My grip tightened on my rifle.

So, this was how things were going to end? How would I explain that a rescue mission had turned into an assassination? The report I’d eventually have to file with XCU was going to be an interesting read.

I had to end this. I had to stop the signal before it was too late for the colonists.

But looking at Renn, at what he’d become, I hesitated. This wasn’t just some rogue machine. This was a man. A man who’d been twisted and broken by something beyond our understanding.

Could I really do it? Could I cut him down in cold blood?

“Dr. Renn?” I said, stepping closer. “Can you hear me? It’s Dane Tanner. We’re here to help.”

Renn didn’t respond. He just twitched and stared straight ahead, his eyes vacant. It was like he was looking through the stone walls of this chamber. Into some dark void only he could see.

“Well?” Aziz asked from my side. “Are you going to go up there and cut him down?”

My eyes lingered on Renn. He didn’t look too good.

“I don’t think he even knows we’re here.”

Aziz looked at me, and the way my hands were on my weapons. He finally figured out what I was thinking about. “Seriously? You’re going to kill him? After all the effort we went through to come down here and find him?”

My eyes met his. “My first mission is to save Acheron. You told me yourself that he’s the source of the signal.”

“So… you’re just going to shoot him?”

My shoulders rolled. It was an uncomfortable shrug. “You don’t think he’s too far gone? Too corrupted by the signal? Or… whatever the hell happened to him?”

“We need to cut him off from the spire. From the source of his madness. He might recover.”

Aziz and I were in a stare-down now. “All right,” I said, reversing my buzzblade and handing it to him, handle-first. “You go up there and cut him loose.”

The tech looked stunned. In fact, he might be close to wetting himself.

“That’s what I thought,” I said. “A lot of people are full of big ideas and accusations—until their dick is on the line. All of a sudden, Renn looks like a goner, huh?”

“It’s not that,” Aziz said, casting his eyes downward. “I just don’t have the skills you do…”

“Yeah, okay. Just remember who risked it all because you whined about shooting him.”

He looked up again, surprised and hopeful. “You’re going to do it?”

I was already slipping my arms out of my pack and mumbling curses. I flexed my thick fingers. This was going to be an epic climb.

“You touched my heartstrings. I’m going to give it a try—just a try.”

Aziz stepped back, taking up my rifle and shutting his big mouth. He would shoot Renn if something went very, very wrong. He knew that was his job without asking.

I put the knife in my teeth and began to climb. I didn’t tell Aziz what had really saved Renn’s bacon. The simple fact was that Renn was one of only two psionic sensitives left on this planet. And possibly the only one able to use a skullweb to call for a rift and get me the hell out of here.

I climbed up five feet, then ten. After that, Renn suddenly stopped playing possum.

He lunged at me, even though I was around the level of his boots and definitely out of range. He strained against his bonds, his face contorting in a snarl. I reacted on instinct, bringing my buzzblade up, ready to strike.

Down on the floor of the chamber, I heard Aziz ram home a fresh power pack in the pulse-rifle. He aimed it—and I saw Renn’s mad eyes flick in his direction.

A hand—no, more of a human claw—reached toward Aziz. There was a flicker there, in that claw. He held something… something in his hand.

“Shoot him!” I shouted at Aziz.

But the tech just wasn’t a killer. Not the cold-blooded type that I was, anyway. He hesitated to fire, and that was all the time Renn needed. Without further warning, a blinding flash of energy seared my retinas. It sent me sliding down the shaft again, my arm raised to shield my face.

As quick as I could, I glanced down at Aziz... or what was left of him. He’d taken the full force of Renn’s hidden weapon—whatever it was.

That energy bolt had slammed into Aziz, lifting him off his feet. He convulsed on the cavern floor, his body jerking like a puppet on a string.

Then he transformed into a boneless heap.

I wanted to spring off the shaft and rush to his side—but I already knew.

Aziz was gone. Cooked from the inside out by whatever the hell Renn had unleashed. Wisps of smoke rose from his charred flesh. I felt something inside me snap.

This mission had just become personal. Renn had killed a good man. The very soul who’d talked me into allowing Renn to live. I’d be damned if I was going to let him get away with it.


Chapter 24

I turned back to the spire. To Renn’s ghoulish form.

A cold fury settled over me.

Renn’s eyes were bulging and staring. He couldn’t turn his head much, but he could swivel those strange, mad eyes. They stared back at me, and I knew he was lost to whatever madness had gripped Sorin for days, now.

He let out a strange laugh. The sound was more like a sob.

“You can’t stop it,” he rasped, his voice barely human. “The signal... it’s too strong.”

I raised my buzzblade, nudging the switch with my thumb. I let it vibrate and purr. The power of it flowed until the edge glowed white-hot.

“Watch me,” I said.

After dropping neatly from the rocky shaft to the floor of the chamber, I saw another bolt flash. It instantly melted a lump of sand near my right boot into a puddle of glass.

Gingerly, I stepped around to the other side of the spire—where Renn couldn’t see me or shoot at me. There, I began to climb again.

“Tanner?” Renn rasped, his voice holding hints of his former self. “I need my spectacles. I need them.”

I hesitated. Part of me wanted to put him out of his misery. To end this nightmare once and for all.

“Your glasses, huh?” I said. “Why?”

Renn didn’t answer, but his head twitched, jerking toward the rubble a few meters from the base of the spire. I followed his gaze and saw the glint of metal amongst the debris. They were exactly where I’d tossed them earlier.

Keeping my eyes on Renn, I let go of the spire. I stepped to the spot where he was peering. Naturally, I stayed out of range of the alien weapon in his hand. One wrong move and I was toast. I had no desire to be fried by whatever the hell had hit Aziz.

Stooping fast then dancing back, I picked up the twisted frames. I turned and held them up for Renn to see. “These what you’re looking for?”

He nodded. A jerky, spasmodic motion.

“Yes,” he said. “Yes! Put them on me.”

Every instinct screamed at me not to do it. Not to give him what he wanted.

And that’s when I saw it. The… claw?

Descending from above me was something odd. Something from a kid’s nightmare. Wires were twisting through the flesh, stretching out the meat beneath to impossible contortions.

“What the fuck?”

The claw reached for the spectacles. I jerked back, my grip tightening on the frames. But it was too late.

The hooked tips closed around the spectacles and yanked them from my grasp with a strength that was anything but human.

I stumbled back and watched as the hand retreated into the shadows. Back to Renn.

I heard the click of metal on metal and a hum of power. Then Renn’s voice began again, stronger than before—if more distorted and inhuman.

Renn’s face contorted and twisted into a snarl as he strained against his bonds, his body jerking like a marionette.

“Fool,” he hissed, his voice more machine than man. “You have no idea what you’re dealing with.” Renn convulsed violently, then his body sagged. When he stirred again, oddly he looked somewhat more human. But there was still a flicker of something unnatural in his eyes. Recognition? Anticipation? Maybe that, or maybe something else. Something darker. Something… hungry.

“Thank you, Tanner,” he rasped. “You’ve been most helpful.”

I didn’t reply. I just stood there, my hand on my buzzblade, ready for whatever shenanigans the doctor might throw my way. The truth was I was planning out his death in a dozen different ways. I think he knew that.

But Renn didn’t attack. Didn’t even move. He just hung there, the spectacles perched on his nose, staring off into the distance. It was like he was seeing something I couldn’t. Something beyond the here and now.

I stayed half-hidden behind the core spire. I wasn’t about to step out into the open. Not with Renn still wired into that machine—still a threat. But something had changed.

The snaky metal limb with the clawed tip had since retreated. Renn’s eyes were mirrored behind the cracked lenses of his spectacles, which remained perched on his nose. They clung there, almost fly-like.

A smile split his face. That was the first genuine expression I’d seen since finding him down here in this dung pit.

“My vision is greatly enhanced,” he breathed. “I can see everything now. The ultraviolet. The infrared. Even radio waves are visible, pulsing through the air. It’s magnificent.”

“Big frigging deal,” I said. “My dead sidekick, Jasper Aziz, was able to do that with his fancy-ass goggles—until you fried him.”

Renn’s gaze shifted to me. It seemed like his vision pierced through the stone between us like it wasn’t even there.

“Come out and stand before me, Tanner,” he called. “We have much to discuss.”

I didn’t budge an inch.

“Don’t be foolish,” Renn chided. “I have some level of self-control back, now. With these spectacles, I can help us escape. I could even get us back to Earth. Isn’t that what you want?”

I wanted to believe him. Wanted it more than anything. But I couldn’t ignore that the true Renn still was simply an appendage on this alien monstrosity. He was the freak’s very mouthpiece.

“Come,” he beckoned, motioning me closer despite the bonds that held him to the spire. “Let’s have a face-to-face chat, shall we?”

I kept my distance. “What’s your game, Renn? What do you really want?”

Renn’s smile faltered. Just for a second. “I’m rather tied up at the moment, as you can see,” he said smoothly.

I wasn’t buying it. The Renn-thing was up to something. I wasn’t about to let my guard down until I figured out what.

Studying Renn’s face—or what used to be Renn’s face—I tried to fathom what was wrong. The features were the same, but the expressions were unprecedented. Too stiff. Too artificial.

“Who are you?” I asked. “Why are you sending out that signal?”

Renn tilted his head. The movement was jerky. Unnatural. “The signal is a beacon,” he said. “A call to the stars. To my people.”

That didn’t sound promising. “Your people?”

“The ones who built this magnificent place. The ones who left me here. Waiting.”

I shook my head. “You’re not making sense, Renn. You’re human. From Earth.”

Renn laughed. The sound echoed off the walls. “This body is human, perhaps. But my mind? My essence? That comes from beyond the stars.”

At least I had my answer. Renn was possessed by some kind of alien intelligence. It was using him to send a signal. But why?

“Let me ask again, what do you want?” I demanded. “Why are you here?”

Renn spread his arms. Metal chain tentacles far above pantomimed the motion. “This world was once a danger to others in the cosmos. For their crimes, the beings here were… undone. My task is to make sure Acheron never arises again.”

This was the kind of thing that annoyed me about ancient-alien-huggers like Hana. They sat around dreaming of how wonderful it would be to meet these long-lost fuckers. They wanted to sip tea with them and stroke each other’s cocks.

But what really came of such glorious first-contact moments was shit like this. We’d done nothing on Acheron other than resurrect a dead race hell-bent on killing anyone who lived on our chosen colony planet.

A thought struck me, then. Someone had gone to a great effort to wipe out whatever species had once lived here. Usually, in my experience, when anyone went to great lengths to kill someone else—there was a reason. People and aliens didn’t go to such extreme efforts without a good reason.

“Let’s say I help you. Let’s say we leave for Earth right now. What about the colonists?” I asked. “What happens to them?”

The doctor shrugged. The motion looked painful. “They will wither and die—or flourish. The choice is theirs.”

Right about then, I noticed something moving at the base of the core spire. Snaky wire limbs. Part human, part machine. They were trying to slither around. Trying to reach me.

That son of a bitch.

I slashed at them with my buzzblade. The vibrating edge cut through the alien hybrid flesh like butter, severing the limbs.

“Nice try, Renn!” I shouted. The words danced through the chamber, rising to the upper reaches of the spire.

Renn screamed in rage and pain. That scream was loud—impossibly loud. In fact, I soon realized as it went on and on that the sonic blast was starting to overwhelm me. To pierce my very skull.

Then came the ghost signal. Stronger than ever before. It was like a banshee wailing inside my head. I staggered back, clutching my temples.

The pain was excruciating. I felt like my brain was being ripped apart. I gritted my teeth and fought through the agony. I wasn’t about to let this monster Renn was attached to win.

But the signal kept coming. Wave after wave of psychic assault. I could feel my grip on reality slipping.

I shook my head, roaring in defiance. It was an effort to clear the fog, but it was like swimming through molasses.

“You cannot resist us, Tanner,” he taunted. “Surrender now, and I may spare your life.”

I snarled. Spat blood on the ground. “Go to hell.”

Renn spat something even more vile. “So be it!”

The signal intensified. The screaming in my skull reached a crescendo. I dropped to my knees. My vision blurred.

But I refused to give in. I summoned every ounce of strength I had left. I forced myself back to my feet. What the hell had I unleashed by giving Renn those spectacles?

I’d had enough bullshit, in any case. It was time to flip the script on the old doctor. Catch him off guard.

I charged the abomination that used to be Renn. This thing—whatever it was—wasn’t human. Not anymore. Just a twisted mass of flesh and wires.

My eyes flicked up at the core spire. Pulsing and writhing, like living tentacles, more of those squirming cords snaked around the ancient stone.

I gripped my buzzblade tighter. Those wires were out of reach for now. But Renn wasn’t.

I leveled the humming blade at the monstrosity’s chest. “Alright, freak. Here’s how it’s going to go. You’re going to shut off that signal. Right now. Then you’re going to tell me how to get the hell out of here.”

Renn laughed. The sound was like feedback screeching through a neural implant. “And why would I do that?” he asked.

“Because if you don’t, I’ll carve you into scrap metal,” I snarled.

The abomination cocked its head. Studied me with those dead, mechanical eyes. “Will you now?”

I let the buzzblade’s vibrations course up my arm. “Try me.”

Renn’s face split into a grin. The flesh stretched. Tubes and wires poked through the skin. “I’d like to see you die, Tanner.”

Renn spread his arms in a perverse crucifixion pose. Wires snapped and popped.

“Embrace your new master, fool,” he said.

I would have expected mockery in his tone with such bombastic rhetoric, but there was none. Did Renn actually believe this nonsense?

I circled Renn like a wolf. Kept my distance from those snaking wires.

“Come now, Tanner,” Renn purred. “I’m offering you a chance at understanding. At knowledge beyond your wildest dreams. All I ask is a small token. A piece of yourself to merge with.”

“Not interested in being assimilated today, thanks.”

Renn shook his disgusting head. “Such a limited perspective. But I suppose that’s to be expected from a mere human.”

I raised the blade. By this time, I was more than ready to slice Renn to ribbons. But something still held me back. Some nagging question.

“You said you’d answer my question if I gave you something,” I growled. “Is that still on the table?”

Renn’s eyes gleamed. “Of course. I am a being of my word.”

I considered my options and didn’t like any of them, but I needed answers. Needed to know what the hell was going on. Reaching up with my free hand, I grabbed a fistful of my hair. The buzzblade hummed in my hand. Then I drew the vibrating edge across my scalp.

Pain seared through my skull. Blood trickled down my face. But I didn’t stop. Kept cutting. Until a chunk of hair and flesh came free in my hand.

I tossed it past the core spire. Watched it land in a bloody heap.

“There,” I spat. “A piece of me. Now start talking.”

Renn’s face split into a grin. Wires snaked out from his body. Slithered across the floor. They snatched up the gory offering in a greedy fashion.

The tentacles drew back. Merged the flesh and hair into Renn’s pulsing mass.

Renn shuddered. His eyes rolled back. “Yesss,” he hissed in an orgasmic crescendo. “Such delicious genetic materials. So much untapped potential!”

He held the chunk of my scalp in his tentacles, caressing it. Seeing his pleasure made me uneasy.

“Fascinating…” Renn purred. “So different from the other samples I’ve collected. Unique. Powerful.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. What the hell was this thing planning to do with my genetic material? Clone me? Make some kind of hybrid abomination? He sounded like Hana.

But I didn’t want my thoughts to go there. Not now.

“Enough games,” I yelled. “You got what you wanted. Now tell me what the hell is going on.”

Renn’s gaze snapped back to me. “Very well. Listen closely, human. For I will reveal to you the truth of the universe...”

“Enough,” I growled. “Metaphysical nonsense wasn’t what I asked for.” I glared at the abomination. My eyes tried to ignore the way its flesh pulsed and writhed. “What is this place? Why are you here?”

Renn smiled. “This planet is a trap,” he said. “A game. We lure young civilizations here and deliver to them their well-deserved doom.”

“We? Are you talking about the guardians? Those dumbass suicidal machines?”

“They are more than mere machines,” Renn said. “They are the first line of defense. The ones who will cleanse this planet of all life.”

I stared at him, feeling a sense of dread growing in my gut. “Cleanse it?”

“Yes,” Renn continued, “for the Ancients who built this place. The ones who seeded the stars with their progeny. The ones who will return to claim what is theirs.”

I tried to wrap my mind around what he was saying. “So, the signal... you’re saying it’s a wake-up call for these… uh… Ancients?”

“Yes,” the Renn-thing said. “And for their servants. The guardians are just the beginning. There are older things here, Tanner. Ancient things that have slept for eons. The signal will wake them all.”

I didn’t want to think about what else might lurk out there. Waiting to be awakened. It all sounded like an old Lovecraftian story. Machine-like cultists awaking Cthulhu.

How to appeal to his humanity? To tap into the person he once was?

“Renn,” I said, my tone carrying as much empathy as I could muster, “A lot of innocent people are going to die—colonists and their families. Tell me how we stop it. How do we shut down the signal?”

Renn laughed. “That’s a fool’s errand. The signal is already broadcasting. The guardians are stirring. Soon, this world will be ready.”

I shook my head. “Not going to happen. See this sweet little thing?” I held up the buzzblade. “She’s going to stop you. Cut you into little pieces.”

But Renn just smiled more broadly. “You’re welcome to try, human. But you will fail. The signal cannot be stopped. It cannot be silenced. It is the harbinger of your doom.” Renn’s voice rose with each statement. Escalating in fervor, like a prosperity preacher on a Sunday morning. “You cannot stop what is certain, Tanner. Our return is at hand. This world will be ours once more.”

I glanced at Aziz’s lifeless corpse. “We’ll see about that.”

Renn’s eyes narrowed. Tentacles twitched, ready to strike. “You are a fool, Tanner. You could have joined us. Could have been part of something greater. But now you will die, along with the rest of your pathetic species.”

“Bring it on!”

Renn hissed. Tentacles lashed out like whips. I dodged, slashing with my blade. Severed flesh fell to the floor, writhing and twitching.

But more tentacles came. Renn’s laughter filled the air. “Such determination. Such spirit,” he taunted. “It will be a pleasure to break you.”


Chapter 25

Instead of going head-to-head, I circled around the spire and climbed the back of it. Running my hands over the rough surface, I found a decent grip and began to climb.

It was slow going. The stone was ancient, crumbling in places. I had to test each hold before putting my weight on it. I paused about halfway up. Then I wedged my buzzblade into a crack for a bit of extra stability.

With every foot I climbed, a tentacle, half meat and half metal, came wriggling around to get me. I slashed at these, sending them away bloody. Renn hissed but kept trying. I was at the extent of his reach and out of his direct sight.

“So, what’s the prime function here?” I called out. “What’s the endgame for you machines?”

Renn seemed compelled to answer me. Was that due to the deal we’d made? Or was it some other compulsion written into ancient software? There was no way to know, but he did keep talking even as we strove to kill one another.

“The prime function is to dismantle all life,” he said. “Organic life is a threat to the machine race that claims this galaxy.”

I kept climbing. “Dismantle all life, huh? Seems extreme.”

“It is necessary,” Renn said. “Life is chaos. Unpredictability. Machines require order. Control. Variance equates to error!”

I couldn’t argue that life was chaotic, but it was what made the universe interesting. A place worth living in. Reaching for another handhold, I felt the stone crumble under my fingers. I scrambled for purchase but couldn’t find any.

Starting to slide into a fall, I felt a moment of pure panic. Then, my hand caught on something solid. It held fast.

I dangled there for a second. Taking a deep breath, I pulled myself up and kept climbing. One hand hold at a time, Tanner.

Renn’s words echoed in my head. Dismantle all life.

Gritting my teeth, I ignored my burning muscles. The back of the spire was a maze of cracks and fissures, and I found handholds where I could. I was making progress. Slowly.

At least he’d finally shut up. I hoped he wasn’t up to anything new…

About three quarters of the way up, I wedged my buzzblade into a crack and hung there for a moment, catching my breath. The blade made for a decent piton.

That’s when the hybrid Renn-thing leaned forward, the ghastly face came into view. I hadn’t thought he could bend like that—I hoped it hurt.

It was watching me with a wicked smile on its face. “Why are you wasting so much time?” it asked.

I called down to it—what might keep it talking? Not fighting? “Why lure colonizers here just to destroy them?”

The hybrid Renn cocked its head. “Any spectrum analysis will show Acheron to be a super earth, perfect for colonization. That’s the nature of the trap. This planet is a weapon in the war against the flesh.”

I kept climbing. “War against the flesh? Sounds like a bad holo-movie.”

“It is an apt name. A war has raged for eons,” Renn said. “A war between the organic and the inorganic. Between the chaos of life and the order of the machine.”

Just a few more feet… My arms were shaking from the strain.

“And let me guess,” I said. “The machines are winning?”

Renn smiled. “The machines always win, Tanner. It is inevitable. Organic life is always a fleeting thing, a brief candle in the darkness. But the machine is eternal.”

“I guess you don’t buy the idea that organics have an eternal soul. Or of God?”

“You are speaking to your god, human. How is it you don’t recognize me?”

That made me chuckle. It only figured that a Renn-machine hybrid would call itself a god.

I was getting close to the top of the spire now and could see some kind of platform. It might be a way inside.

I had to get there first, so I wanted to keep him talking. It was my good fortune that the hybrid seemed to relish revealing what made these assholes tick.

“If organics are flawed, why turn Renn into... whatever the hell you are?”

“I required a vessel,” it said, its words reverberating through the chamber. “A physical form to interact with your world. Renn’s psionic sensitivity and his skullweb made him the perfect candidate.”

I frowned. “Psionic sensitivity? What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Everything,” the hybrid said. “It allows me to tap into his mind. To use his knowledge and memories. To better understand your kind.”

I reached the top of the spire, pulling myself up onto a narrow platform. Caught my breath for a second.

“Why try to understand us if we’re tagged for extermination?”

“Do not humans study pathogens? Because you are a threat. A pestilence that must be cleansed from this world,” the thing said.

It was so matter-of-fact about exterminating species. Like it was ordering a cheeseburger.

“I call bullshit. If we’re like a pathogen, you’d never risk intermixing with us. There’s something else at play here. Something you’re not telling me.”

“You are irrelevant vermin,” the hybrid said. “As were the countless other species that came before you. All of them wiped from existence. As you will be.”

I glared down at the thing. Felt my hand tightening on my buzzblade. “Not if I have anything to say about it, asshole.”

The hybrid laughed. “You? You are nothing. A speck of dust in the grand scheme of things. You cannot stop what is to come.”

“Watch me.”

The platform was small, with barely enough room to stand. But I wasn’t here for the view.

I looked out over the edge of the platform. Below, I could see his grotesque form. “Renn,” I said, “It’s over. I’m shutting this thing down.”

“What’s done is done, Tanner. The signal has already been sent. The guardians stir. The Ancients are coming.”

Pulling out my buzzblade, I thumbed the activation switch. The blade hummed to life, vibrating at a frequency that could cut through damn near anything.

I eyed the cables plugged into Renn’s body down below. Picking the thickest one, the one that seemed to be the main line, I raised my blade.

Renn’s eyes widened.

“Tanner—”

I didn’t wait around to listen to its next speech. I started sawing. But before I could cut through, a mass of tentacles erupted from the structure. Part flesh, part machine, they whipped toward me with deadly intent.

The tentacles lashed at me from every angle. I ducked and weaved, my blade humming as I sliced through them. But there were too many. They stung me, shocked me with jolts of electricity that made my muscles spasm.

Gritting my teeth against the pain, I kept fighting. I wasn’t about to let a bunch of mechanical tentacles take me down.

Renn’s tortured being screeched and cursed, his voice an inhuman wail. He sounded pissed. Good. That meant I was doing something right.

I focused on the main cable. It was thicker than the others, and it felt hot, like it was carrying current. If I could just sever that one link, it might be enough.

Lunging forward, my blade flashed. The tentacles tried to block me, but I was faster. I sliced through them like they were made of paper, leaving a trail of sparking wires and twitching flesh in my wake.

I raised my blade and brought it down on the main cable with all my strength.

The blade sliced through the metal like it was butter.

Renn screamed, his body convulsing as the connection was severed. He slumped forward, his head lolling to one side. For a moment, I thought he was dead.

I stepped back from the mess of cut cables and wires, careful with my footing. Blood and fluid covered the platform. You wouldn’t want to slip over the edge, that was for damn sure.

Then, from far below, I heard Renn’s voice.

“Tanner?” he croaked. “What have you done?”

“What I had to, Renn. It’s over.”

Renn wheezed, and he coughed. “I only hope you’re right…”


Chapter 26

One thing about free-hand climbing: Going up is always the easy part—but coming down is a bitch.

I looked around for anything that might help. One of the cut wires lay sprawled over the platform. I tried to tie it to the platform, but there wasn’t enough slack in the line. It was still connected to the hybrid monster down below.

If Renn wasn’t dead, he wouldn’t like this. I yanked the wire.

That gained me a little slack, but not enough for my plan to work. I yanked again, putting all of my weight into it. Renn moaned in pain—ah-ha! He was still alive.

That effort got what I wanted—enough lead to tie it off up here.

“Let’s hope this knot holds,” I said, gripping the wire.

My hands burned on the way down, but it was a minor inconvenience, given the situation. When I got close enough to the ground, I jumped down. Bouncing up, I didn’t waste any time.

Racing around to where Renn had ripped himself free of the spire, I found him lying face down in a pool of his own blood. The hybrid tentacles writhed around him, lashing at the air.

There it was, the thing I was looking for: his skullweb. Just like in Sorin’s case, it was fused into his scalp. I hoped it was the source of all this madness.

I had to get it off him, to sever the connection he had with—the spire? I wasn’t sure, but I figured by now that this rock fused with metal was the core of the AI that was running this place. Generating the signal and directing the guardians—all of that.

Did Renn deserve this big effort on my part? Probably not. He’d bitten off more than he could chew just by coming out here and playing field agent without the training or the experience. But if we survived this shitshow, I’d let XCU decide how to judge his performance.

The hybrid lifted its head. Somehow, it had sensed my approach.

It discharged a bolt of energy in my direction. Shit! The aim was poor, but I dodged and dashed anyway, coming up right next to Renn’s mangled form.

I leapt onto the hybrid’s back, my buzzblade humming in my hand. Renn thrashed beneath me, his metal tentacles lashing out in every direction. I slashed at them, severing the ones I could reach, but there were too many. They slammed into me from all sides, knocking the wind out of me.

Wheezing, I held on, determined to end this once and for all. But then I felt something cold wrap around my neck. One tentacle was coiling around my throat like a python.

Gasping for air, I struggled with this one, putting a hand onto the chain to pull it from my neck. The tentacle only tightened its grip. Black spots danced in my vision. My lungs burned. I could feel myself fading, the strength draining from my limbs.

I tried to scream in rage, but nothing came out. With a surge of desperate strength, I plunged the buzzblade blindly next to my neck, hoping to catch the tentacle squeezing the life from me.

The hybrid screamed, an inhuman sound that made my ears ring. The tentacle spasmed, tightening for a moment before going slack. I ripped it away, gasping for air, my throat bruised but not crushed.

There was no time to recover. The other tentacles were still coming, still trying to tear me apart. I swung my blade in wide arcs, slicing through metal and synthetic flesh alike. Blood and hydraulic fluid sprayed across my face, hot and sticky.

I lost myself in the rhythm of the fight, hacking and slashing until my arms ached. My blade was slick with gore. The hybrid howled in pain and rage. It bucked beneath me, trying to throw me off. But I held on tight. Kept cutting.

But even as I fought, I wasn’t defeating the real enemy here. Renn wasn’t the enemy. It was the AI that had corrupted him—and that damn skullweb was still plastered to his head.

Time to put years of wrestling to work.

Muscle memory kicked in, and I straddled the hybrid, wrapping my legs around its grotesque body. I cursed as the hybrid squirmed violently.

“Hold still, asshole!”

I dug my fingers into the bloody mess that was Renn’s scalp, trying to get a grip on the psychic device. The nasty thing was slick with gore, pulsing in my hands like a living creature. I could feel the metal tendrils of the web burrowing into Renn’s flesh, fused with his skull. I gritted my teeth and pulled, the sounds of tearing flesh and cracking bone filling my ears.

Warm blood gushed from the wound, coating my hands and arms. Renn screamed, his body convulsing under me, but I didn’t stop. I couldn’t stop. I had to get this thing off him, even if it meant ripping it out of his goddamn head.

The skullweb came free with a sickening squelch, trailing bits of skin and meat. I tossed it aside, breathing hard, my stomach churning at the sight of the ragged hole in Renn’s skull. I could see the white gleam of bone, the pulsing gray matter beneath.

The hybrid went limp, its tentacles falling away like cut strings.

I lay there for a moment, exhausted. Across the room, the skullweb was dark now, the light gone out of it.

Renn was still. No more thrashing. No more moaning. Just the steady drip of blood.

I checked for a pulse. Found one. Weak and thready. The skinny guy was a fighter, I’ll give him that.

Cursing and mumbling, I took out my medical kit. It was a good thing I had an advanced unit, this colony was fresh out from Earth and still had technology they’d probably lose over the following decades.

I’m no surgeon, as I’ve said before, but operating an analytical bio-device is pretty much self-explanatory. You just put it on the neck or the femoral artery—somewhere the blood flowed. Needles, sensors and AI did the rest. It pumped in fluids and gave me advice—which I ignored. There were no emergency services to contact. No helicopters were coming from some big city hospital to save this sorry mess of a man. He would live or die with the basics.

The other device I worked liberally was the molecular printer. I drew crisscrossed lines all over his torn up body, sealing injuries. To my surprise, it seemed like the AI that had possessed him had already done a lot of that kind of work. Maybe it had deployed nanites into his blood stream to repair his torn up skin. There had to be something like that at work or he would have surely died when it had stretched him so cruelly.

After ten long nasty minutes I looked down at my hands. They were covered in Renn’s blood. I wiped them on my pants, then stood up and looked around.

The spire was quiet. No more humming. No more pulsing light.

I turned back to Renn, squinting at the mess he’d become. He was stable now, according to the bio-device, but he looked pretty bad.

It was time to start removing the bits of metal and flesh still clinging to him. Byproducts of the hybridization. That was enough to make a weak man vomit, but I resisted the thought of it.

What a stew of man and machine. A real fucking horror show! I did what I could. Pulled the pieces off as carefully as I could manage and patched the holes that process created.

When I’d gotten most of it, I hoisted Renn up over my shoulder.

“You’re heavier than you look, old man. Must be all the extra bling.”

Before setting out, I tucked his skullweb in my pack for safekeeping. It was a secret no one needed to know about.

“Let’s get out of here, doc…” It was going to be a long haul back to the drone, so I started walking. Now and then, I had to climb up shafts and tunnels—but I made it. Renn was unconscious the whole way. Lucky frigger. He rode my shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

Retracing my steps, I made it back the way we’d come. Following the bloodstained stones made it easier when I got closer to the entrance. In a way, Sorin’s amputated foot had been a blessing for traversing this goddamn maze.

The tunnel seemed to go on forever, twisting and turning. I lost track of time—lost track of everything except the need to keep moving.

Finally, I rounded a corner and saw light up ahead. The exit! I quickened my pace, pushing myself harder.

I emerged into daylight, blinking against the sudden brightness. The jump drone was exactly where we’d left it. Impaled in the ash.

Selene came running from the jump drone, med-kit in hand. Her eyes went wide when she saw Renn, saw all the dried blood.

“What happened?” she demanded, already pulling out gauze and syringes.

I lowered Renn to the ground and stepped back to give her room to work.

“Skullweb,” I said. “It was fused to his head, so I pulled it loose.”

“You made a mess of it!”

Shrugging, I rolled my shoulders as carrying Renn had given me a cramp. “There was no other way.”

Selene cursed and started an IV line. Renn moaned, his eyelids fluttering.

“No other way? Other than to rip half his skull off?” she chided. I didn’t answer, there was no need.

I watched as she worked, watched as she poured antiseptic over wounds. She redid most of my crappy stitch work with the molecular printer and packed the bad spots with gauze.

“He’s lost a lot of blood,” she said. “We need to get him back to the colony—like, right now. Where’s Jasper?”

“Dead,” I said flatly. I had no more emotion to give right now.

“No! Please—not Jasper, too.” Her voice was filled with anguish, the pain of loss clear in every word. She must have known him well. Maybe even intimately. That was a risk when you were in a small colony group. No one was a stranger.

I thought about telling her Renn had done it, but passed on the idea. Renn might turn up dead of neglect—not that he didn’t halfway deserve it.

Then I had another thought. Had she just said: “Not Jasper too?”

“How is Sorin doing?” I asked her.

She showed me a line of white teeth. “He’s dead. Let go of me, or Renn will join him.”

I let go of her arm. I hadn’t even realized I’d grabbed her.

Jasper, Billy, Sorin—now maybe Renn... It was a lot of death. No wonder she was freaking out. “Come on,” I said more gently. “Let’s get him into the jump drone.”

We carefully hauled our last injured man to the jump drone, securing him in place.

Next, I called in our emergency status to the colony base. They weren’t too receptive. Hawkins himself got on the line and said they didn’t have any more drones to send out here for a rescue.

I wasn’t sure if I believed them—but it didn’t matter. We were on our own.

Climbing into the pilot’s seat, I patted the console. “Okay, little bird. Let’s see if you can stay in the air.”

“You’re not going to fly this thing, are you?” Hana asked me.

“The signal is silent, now. Haven’t you noticed?”

The two women thought about that, and it did seem they could tell the difference. This close to the spire, even a normal person with no psionic or technological sensory gear could tell there was now a calm quiet to the ruins.

Jasper had done some work on the drone, but it wasn’t in great shape. It had to be flown manually—no smarty-pants AI would help me direct the flow of power to each motor. It was all up to the pilot.

I searched the panels and tapped on a few computers. They were fried, just as Jasper had said. Still, I eventually found a manual setting that served to lock together all four of the motors. At least with that switched on, when I angled one of the four engines with the stick, I would be aiming them all.

I quickly scanned the screen and saw what I was looking for. I pressed the power button. The engines whined and four propellers began to spin.

“Hold tight,” I called back to Selene.

The drone lifted off the ground, wobbled while I fought the stick and the girls squealed. Then, gently, I nudged the stick forward and we limped our way out of the ruins.

At first, the jump drone wobbled and shook violently as I pushed it forward, fighting against the damage and the weight. It felt like I was trying to fly a massive, unwieldy brick. A brick with engines strapped to it.

After a while, I got the hang of it and the girls stopped squealing and cursing at me. We were flying. That was the only thing that mattered right now.

Taking a chance, I glanced back at Renn. He was pale, but Selene had kept him breathing so far. That was something.

I thought about the skullweb hidden away in my pack, the alien device that had turned Renn into a monster and stolen Sorin’s sanity. Now that Sorin was dead, and Renn was in bad shape—who was going to use one of these things to call XCU?

Could I do it, if I had to?

I wasn’t sure. I’d never tried. I’d been tested and rated for psionic sensitivity when I’d first joined the program—and found severely wanting. They’d never given me a number, but I was pretty sure I was a 1 out of 10 on the psionic scale.

Normally, I considered that a good thing. It made it harder for people to read my thoughts, even with advanced gear. Hell, here on Acheron, I’d been pretty much immune to the signal and any influence these guardians had been trying to project. Maybe that’s why I’d done well destroying them.

But when it came to the matter of getting home… I needed some help in that department.

Glancing back over my shoulder at Renn again, I saw both Hana and Selene were leaning over him, fussing over him. That would have been a nice spot to enjoy if he’d been conscious.

“How’s he doing?”

“Blood pressure isn’t good. He needs a transfusion—and he’s lost weight. How did his body get so thin?”

I thought of all the extruding of flesh the AI hybrid had done to him. Deciding it wouldn’t help anyone to tell them about it, I just smiled. “He’s always watched his weight like a hawk.”

The girls frowned dubiously, and I went back to flying. As Jasper had suggested, I stayed a few meters off the deck and cruised slowly. It was much better than walking, but still took about an hour to get back to the colony base.

We approached the alien obelisk. It was now bigger than ever—a massive black shape silhouetted against the bleak gray sky.

“It’s bigger!” Hana squawked from behind me. “A hell of a lot bigger.”

I didn’t argue, because I couldn’t. The ancient guardians swarmed around the base of it, their metal limbs glinting in the dim light as they worked to assemble the monstrosity.

Damn. I’d kind of hoped that when we shut off the signal, they’d all fall asleep and shut down, or something. Apparently, they were still able to continue their obsession.

Not far beyond the artifact, I could make out the colony base. I could see the people milling along their pathetic perimeter fence.

They were still unaware of the nightmares we’d uncovered out at the ruins. They had no idea that Renn had summoned back to Acheron something he referred to as the Ancients.

I’d warn them soon enough. I just had to land this thing, first.

We rose up higher to make it over the hills and skirted the obelisk, turning gently toward the colony base—but that’s when the trouble started.

The jump drone shuddered. New vibrations rattled through the craft as we raced across the ashen landscape.

I wrestled with the controls. “Shit.”

Selene shouted through the racket, “What’s happening up there?” She looked freaked out, and I couldn’t blame her. I could tell she was a good medic, she was already stretching across Renn’s unconscious form, as if trying to shield him from harm with her body. It was a sweet instinct, but I doubted her boobs were going to do much to save Renn’s battered skull if we did crash.

No, the group’s survival was up to me.

“Just a little bit further… you bitch,” I said quietly to the drone. “Just a little more… We were almost there. Almost home.”

It was the extra push to fly higher over the hills, I figured—plus the banking turn I’d made to get around the obelisk at a safe distance. I’d gotten cocky. I’d forgotten what kind of a wreck I was flying. The extra stress had caused the whole thing to become unstable again.

Relief washed over me when I could see the landing pad. The familiar structures of the colony rose up to greet us. It was time to tilt the motors and brake, coming in for the final approach.

The engines screamed in protest. An anxiety producing high-pitched whine began to screech in the back, and it didn’t stop.

At the back of the craft I heard a crunch. Selene cried out. I craned my neck around to see what the hell was happening back there.

Hana and Selene were struggling with Renn. The injured man had awakened somehow and was trying to open the doors, clawing at the medic like a madman possessed by some unseen force.

A single glance told me the story. That side of the aircraft was tilting toward the Obelisk. Was Renn somehow drawn to it? Compelled by the alien siren song, even now?

It was a losing battle for Hana and Selene, that much was clear. Renn was injured and weak—and he was also out of his mind. He was being driven by something beyond reason, beyond his humanity.

Forget the landing pad—it was time to put this bird down.

I landed the jump drone hard. Everyone who wasn’t strapped in got thumped into the canopy overhead. Then the engines cut out with a final whine of protest.

We were down.

To my surprise, his injuries didn’t slow down the possessed man. The backdoor flew open. Renn scrambled out, falling onto the ash. He was babbling incoherently. Drawn to the alien construction like a moth to a flame.

Chief Hawkins came running up, confused as hell. He had a gun in his hand. It was aiming vaguely in Dr. Renn’s direction. I couldn’t blame him for that.

“What going on, Tanner?” he demanded.

I gestured to Renn who was now crawling in the dirt. Still babbling.

“We need to get him to the Med-Bay,” I said. “He might hold the keys to saving this colony. I think first, though, we have to keep him away from that thing up there.”

Hawkins holstered his gun. “I’ll get some men to help.”

I watched him go. He rounded up a few colonists to help carry Renn.

On the horizon the alien obelisk had become an immense citadel of black metal. How could it have gained in mass over time? Were they somehow summoning parts of it? From where? Some other planet?

Whatever was happening, it seemed like they had to be close to finishing their work, now.

We were running out of time.


Chapter 27

I watched a ragtag emergency crew swarm around the downed jump drone like ants on a carcass. It was nice to be helped, even by soot-streaked faces that looked half-exhausted. At least they cared.

They rushed Hana and Renn off to the Med-Bay. I didn't care about the damn drone anymore. It had served its purpose, but I supposed that from the point of view of the colonists, it was a valuable and irreplaceable asset. It had been built and flown for decades all the way out from Earth, after all.

My eyes were locked on the real threat—those ancient guardians that were assembling the structure that loomed at the top of the hill. I’d kind of hoped that switching off the signal would have shut them off as well—but it was clear from the level of activity going on above us, that wasn’t going to happen.

Turning, I followed after the team and headed to the Med-Bay.

Selene followed close behind. She looked distraught, worried. She said she had something important to tell me. I barely heard her.

“It can wait,” I told her, and I meant it.

The medical people quickly whisked away Renn. He was a wreck, and I could tell he was about to become their star patient.

Handing him and Hana off to real pros felt good. It felt even better to be inside the main colony complex again.

This place had some semblance of humanity, unlike the alien strangeness of the ruins. Selene and I walked rather than trotted across the primary dome toward the Med Bay.

I stopped at a public fountain. I felt drawn to it. I dug in, dousing myself like an animal.

This behavior elicited a few stares. The colonists weren’t accustomed to people treating their decorative facilities like a livestock trough—but I figured they might as well get used to it. In my limited experience, the older a colony got the more rustic they became. They forgot about the niceties of Earth and reverted to simpler times—at least until they were able to duplicate industrialization and urban centers. That would take decades at least.

Dripping wet but feeling refreshed, I headed to the Med-Bay. The small triage outside the smaller dome told the story. It wasn’t as bad as it had been—people were being cared for again, and many had returned to duty.

That was a good sign. With state-of-the-art medical devices, injuries could be repaired in minutes. We had all sorts of flesh-regenerative systems, from printers that created new organs with artificial cells to the molecular units that knitted ripped skin back together.

But mostly, the lack of newly wounded meant that no additional shit had hit the fan while we were gone.

“Looks like the guardians have been behaving themselves, huh?” I asked.

Dr. Wei was lingering at the entrance. She looked almost as tired as I was. After urging her medical staff to get to work on my injured team, she turned to me.

“Yes. It’s been relatively quiet here. I can count, however… you lost a few people out there, didn’t you?”

“Billy, Jasper, Sorin… not everyone comes back from those ruins.”

She eyed me strangely. “But you did…”

I was left wondering if she regretted that fact, but I let it go. “We turned off the signal. It won’t start up again—at least I hope it’s shut down for good.”

“But… at such a cost in lives.”

Her attitude was understandable, but it was starting to bug me. “Hey, listen. If I could go out there and switch it back on again—returning those three colonists back to life as a consequence—would you take that bargain?”

She thought about it. At last, she shook her head. “No. We lost far more fighting the guardians. Shutting off the signal might be our only hope—but it might have come too late.”

There, I had to agree with her. The guardians seemed unaffected. Hell, for all I knew, the new thing they were building on that hilltop might be a fresh AI—another core spire.

That was a disturbing thought…

Leaving Layla and her staff to their work, I kissed Hana a quick one and turned to go. She barely mumbled back. She needed sleep.

That’s when someone plucked at my sleeve. It was Selene. “Is this a good time?”

“What?” I asked, baffled.

“You said it could wait—but I have something to tell you.”

“Oh… yeah. Sure. Let’s go look for a sandwich or something.”

A few minutes later, I was chewing while she was talking.

“Tanner,” she said desperately, “you need to hear something. It’s about Hana.”

I looked across the main dome to the Med-Bay. I could see the nurses moving around in there. They were tending to Renn and Hana inside. She’d looked so fragile compared to the vibrant woman I met in the horticulture dome. I was worried about her recovery.

“Go ahead, what’s up?”

“Well, while you were gone and I was with her in the jump drone, she talked to me—about a lot of things.”

Uh-oh. Girl-talk was almost always dangerous. I’d spent some happy times with Hana, spreading the genes… I’d have to proceed with caution.

“Oh, yeah? What’d she say?”

Hana gave me an appraising glance. I wasn’t fooling her. “It wasn’t about you—well, the important part wasn’t. She confessed that she was the one who’d sent Billy out to those ruins. Said she was consumed with guilt over it.”

I stared at her, unsure what to make of this new information. I was intrigued, baffled and more than a little pissed. Memories of Billy’s ground-up remains on the stone floor flashed through my mind.

“So… that poor bastard made up all those lies about selling artifacts to protect Hana?”

“Yes.”

I cursed under my breath. But there was no time to unpack all this now. Recriminations came after the fighting and the dying—not in the middle of it all.

Had Hana’s greed and interest in the alien trinkets kick-started this nightmare. I knew, of course, why Billy had done it. He was in love with Hana. As a just reward, he’d been ground up into a red paste.

“Damn… I wish you hadn’t told me that.”

Selene reached out a hand. She put it on my dirty paw and gave me a squeeze. Then, she kissed me on the ear and walked away.

I frowned after her. She wasn’t bad looking. Not as good as Hana—no way. But still…

Did Selene have some ulterior motives herself in telling me this crap? She’d said her news was urgent… What the hell difference did it make why Billy had pissed in the colony pond? What was done was done, and he’d certainly paid for it.

Hmm… Selene had ratted on Hana, then comforted me physically.

Giving my head a shake, I cleared my brain. I’d had some food and drink. Now, it was time to get back in the game. This colony wasn’t fixed—not yet.

I decided it was time to speak to Dr. Wei. She needed to get Renn conscious again, whatever it took. He might be our only hope of surviving this nightmare. If anyone in the colony might know how to shut down those guardians permanently, it was him.

Hawkins came around before I could return to the Med-Bay. He stomped over to me, his face twisted into a scowl. He didn’t look happy. But did he ever? He was a real dick most of the time.

“Hold it,” I said. “I’m good at reading moods. You’re here to give me the keys to the colony, aren’t you, boss?”

“Yeah, right, jailbird. People say you managed to pause that signal, but I don’t believe it.”

“Why not?”

“You shouldn’t lie all the time, Tanner. It’s bad for morale when you get found out.”

“Uh… when exactly did the lie happen?”

He threw a beefy arm up, sweeping it past my head. He shook a fat finger uphill, toward the guardians and their growing edifice. “Did you figure we all went blind? Those frigging robots are still busy as beavers up there!”

I met his glare with a level gaze. “We stopped the signal. Has it burped up on any of your instruments?”

“No… but no one left alive is as good at monitoring such things since you got Jasper killed.”

There it was. People often looked for someone to blame when people died. Me, as the perennial outsider, always served as a good scapegoat.

Well, today I wasn’t in the mood. “Listen, we stopped the signal. That was our mission. I might be able to turn it on again, if you want me to. Just say the word.”

That trick worked on Hawkins just like it had on Layla. “Hmm… No… I can’t say that would be better.”

He pulled out a chair at my table, flipped it around, and sat his big ass on it. “What happened out there, Tanner? Just tell me the important parts.”

So, I did. I told him about finding Renn fused into some kind of alien machinery at the core spire. He looked impressed despite himself when I described the fight it took to switch him off.

But, after I was finished, he threw up his hands in disgust. “So, let me get this straight. You went out there, had some fun, got Aziz and Sorin killed, then came back with the rest half-dead? And didn’t even stop the robots? How do you call that a win, jailbird?”

“Renn’s story is the one that’s not finished, yet. He’s in bad shape, but I believe he might still have intel we can use.”

Hawkins snorted derisively. “No, I don’t see it that way, jailbird. From where I’m standing, all your little field trip did was get my people hurt or killed and bring us one step closer to annihilation.”

I thought about telling him Hana Song had kickstarted this whole mess, but dropped the idea as soon as it came into my head. That wasn’t going to solve anything now.

Hawkins jabbed a finger at the large Med-Bay window. In the distance the obelisk pulsed. “That thing’s still going strong, and we’re running out of time. I’m going to handle this my way. I advise you to stay out of my way, or I’ll toss you right back in that cell.”

With that, he turned on his heel and stalked off. I trailed behind him. Curious.

Hawkins snarled orders left and right. His plan was soon obvious.

Full-frontal assault. He was going to arm every able-bodied man in the colony and send them charging up that hill. A final, all-out attack on those ancient guardians. It was a bold move—but also a stupid one. We’d already tried it with terrible effect.

He started ordering the evacuation of all non-combatants, too. Women, children, anyone who couldn’t hold a gun. Sending them to the far side of the hills, out of the valley. As if that would keep them safe.

The Renn-alien hybrid had made it clear the guardians wouldn’t stop until all life was eradicated from Acheron.

I shook my head. He was going to get them all killed. It would be another bloodbath.


Chapter 28

“Hey, Chief,” I said. “I don’t think a big attack is the right move—not now.”

Hawkins turned to me. He didn’t look happy. “If you’ve got a better idea, jailbird, now’s the time.”

I met his gaze, unflinching. He was right. If there was another way out of this mess, I had to find it. And fast.

My eyes fell on the Med-Bay. Renn was in there, clinging to life. He might have answers. Answers we desperately needed.

“Let me go find out what else Renn knows.”

Hawkins hemmed, hawed and showed me teeth. Finally, he waved for his ragtag army to stand down. “All right. I’ll give you a few minutes. Impress me.”

“I will.”

He snorted. “I doubt you can. I saw Renn. He’s probably going to come out of this as a vegetable.”

A few minutes later, I walked into the Med-Bay. My eyes immediately locked onto Renn’s prone form. He really did look like hell. Tubes snaked out of him, reminding me of his twisted form within the spire.

But his eyes were open. Alert. Layla had worked some technological magic. This colony, whatever else you might say about it, still had almost Earth-level medical tech.

I walked over to the bed, taking in the gruesome sight. Renn’s skin was a patchwork of stitches and scars where Layla had sewn him back together. The places where the skullweb had dug into his flesh were raw and angry-looking.

“You look like shit, Doc.”

Renn’s eyes fluttered open. That was a good sign right there. Further, he seemed to recognize me. He even managed a weak smile.

“I feel like it, too.”

I pulled up a chair, the metal legs scraping against the floor. “We didn’t get much of a chance to talk while I was carrying your sorry ass out of that hole. What happened out there, Renn? What was being a robot’s puppet like from your perspective?”

Renn’s eyes went distant, like he was looking at something far away. “It was... indescribable. The technology, the power. It was like nothing I’ve ever seen. I was conscious, most of the time. But unable to move my own body except in extreme moments.”

“Okay, enough small-talk.” I leaned forward. “The artifact up on that hill. What is it?”

“The device…” he said, sounding weak but coherent. “Is offspring.”

“What? Like a kid? A kid to the AI that nabbed you?”

He nodded. “Similar, yes, but much less intelligent. It was spawned with a specific purpose, rather than a generic intellect.”

“Hmm… not the same as the core spire AI? I guess that’s a good thing…”

“No,” Renn’s eyes were closed now, but he shook his head. “It’s actually a bad thing. That thing on the hill is less self aware. You can’t reason with it, or bargain, or speak to it at all.”

“What’s it good for, then?”

“Once it’s complete, it will disconnect every organic molecule on the planet’s surface.”

I frowned. Disconnect every organic molecule? What the hell did that even mean?

At first, I thought he was just spouting nonsense. The ravings of a man pushed beyond his limits. But there was something in his eyes, which had cracked open again. A clarity. A certainty. Some of the old Renn was still in there, thinking and playing the scientist even now.

He believed what he was saying. Every damn word.

I leaned in closer, my gaze locked on his. “What do you mean, disconnect molecules? How is that even possible?”

Renn shook his head, his eyes wide and haunted. “I don’t know. But I saw it in my mind—my shared mind. It’s what they want. What they’ve always wanted.”

“Can you tell me more about the signal?” I asked.

Renn shuddered, his hands clenching into fists. “It’s an intelligence. Very different from human minds. It was... inside my head. Whispering things. Terrible things. It wanted me to... to do its bidding.”

I frowned. “Its bidding? What do you mean?”

Renn’s eyes snapped back to mine, intense and haunted. “I went down there, into the spire. I passed the traps, finding them simplistic but intriguing. Finally, I prodded the spire into life. That awakened the first guardian, and I was captured.”

“Well, that’s not entirely your fault, Doc. I mean—”

A claw-like hand slid out of the stained sheets and plucked at my knuckles. There was no strength in the gesture, but I shut up anyway.

“You don’t understand. It forced me to activate the beacon, to awaken all the guardians and send them to the colony and set up the device. Eventually, once the deed is done, and we are all dismantled, it will call the Ancients who destroyed this world and report that the job has been completed. Acheron will be lifeless once again.”

“Who are they—this alien race? You spoke of them in the spire.”

Renn shook his head. “I don’t know. But they’re listening, waiting for news to be transmitted from this trap of a planet. The signal... which is the voice of the AI, it didn’t give me names or faces. Just a feeling. A sense of... ancient malevolence. Something old. Something patient. The device... it’s to inform those who built this trap when the colony is gone.”

“How do we stop it?”

Renn’s eyes fluttered closed, exhaustion visible in every line on his face. “I don’t know. But there is something… the skullweb. It used that device to connect to me. I think we can use it against them.”

His words sent a jolt through me. The skullweb. Of course, that awful piece of tech would be the key.

“How did the AI capture you, exactly?” I asked.

“Through contact, of course. It can invade anyone who touches it.”

I narrowed my eyes at Renn. Something didn't add up.

“Hold on a second, Doc. If this alien AI can hijack human minds, why didn't it happen to me? I climbed all over that core spire. I heard the ghost signal. So why am I still... me?”

Renn chuckled, a sound that grated on my nerves. “Well, Tanner, there are a few possibilities. One, your mind might have been deemed as too primitive, too undeveloped for the AI to bother with.”

I bristled at the insult, but I kept my cool. Barely.

“Gee, thanks Doc. You really know how to make a guy feel special.”

Renn waved a hand dismissively. “Or, perhaps you're just too insensitive to psionics. Too bland and unremarkable for the AI to waste its time on.”

I gritted my teeth. This guy was really starting to piss me off.

“And the third possibility?” I asked.

Renn shrugged. “The core spire... it may only be capable of fusing with one organism at a time. A limitation of its programming or its technology. So, while I was connected...you were spared.”

I mulled that over. It made a certain kind of sense. But it also raised more questions.

“So why you, then? Why choose you over me? You were in bad shape. It could have switched.”

Renn smirked. “Isn't it obvious? My intellect. My knowledge. I'm a far more valuable asset than a mere grunt like you.”

I had to resist the urge to slap that smug look off his face. The nurses wouldn’t have understood—or maybe, they would have.

“Alright, fine. You're the chosen one. The special snowflake. But that still doesn't explain what we do next.”

Renn plucked my arm again. “You still have it, don’t you?”

Reluctantly, I unstrapped a bag and put it on the bed. Renn clawed at my bag.

Gently pushing away his feeble hands, I pulled out the skullweb, knowing that’s what he wanted. But I didn’t hand it over to him.

“We use this,” he said. “We turn the tables. We infiltrate their neural network, just as they infiltrated ours.”

I kept the skullweb out of his reach. Things hadn’t gone so well the last time he’d had this thing on his head. There were still hashmarks all over his forehead, in fact.

“No, I don’t think so. We’ll have to find someone else who’s sensitive enough to use it. You’re pretty much a wreck, Doc.

He didn’t like that. He fumed and complained. I lied to him, telling him I’d ask the doctors if he could have it—then I walked off with the skullweb slipped back into my bag.

I didn't like the idea of plugging anyone else into an alien brain. But so far, that was the only option anyone had come up with—other than Hawkin’s brain-burner of charging up the hill in a suicidal assault.


Chapter 29

The chief was still snapping orders left and right when I found him outside. Colonists scurried about, loading supplies and equipment onto carts—were they prepping for an evacuation? Where the hell were they going to go?

I caught up to Hawkins, trying to get his attention. “Hawkins! We need to talk.”

He barely glanced at me, his eyes darting around the chaos. “Not now, Tanner. Can’t you see we’re a little busy here?”

I grabbed his arm, forcing him to look at me. “It’s important.” I said, glancing around the central hub.

Hawkins shook me off, his face red with exertion and a sunburn. “What did you get out of Renn? Do you have a plan?”

Thinking about Renn’s idea of putting on the skullweb, the exact thing that had transformed him into a traitor before—I shook my head.

“Then there’s nothing to discuss,” Hawkins said. “I’m running all the non-combatants out of town, then we’re going to take another crack at those metal bastards. We’ll end this once and for all.”

I shook my head. “That’s suicide and you know it. We need something that can actually stop this thing.”

Hawkins laughed humorlessly. “And what would that be, Tanner? You got some secret weapon stashed away that I don’t know about?”

I hesitated. “Maybe. But I need a little more time.”

Hawkins’ eyes narrowed. “What for? You’ve already wasted enough time! For all we know, those robots are coming down here in the next thirty seconds to wipe us out—either that, or they’ll finish their doomsday machine and end this farce.”

“Then what do you have to lose?” I asked reasonably.

“I don’t have hope for your delays, Tanner. But we’ve got a battle to prepare for. You’ve got a few more minutes. If you want to go chasing ghosts and rumors, be my guest. But don’t expect any help from me.”

Nodding, I left. Hana Song was next on my list. Layla had released her from the Med-Bay earlier to rest and recover in her own quarters. I needed to find her, get some answers.

“Messing around with Hana was a lot more fun when I wasn’t looking for answers…” I muttered.

I buzzed the door outside her living quarters—It seemed like forever ago that I’d spent the night here.

There was no answer. I tried again—still nothing.

“One more try, Hana, otherwise I’m knocking down this tin door.” Again, there was no answer. XCU training didn’t come without some espionage tricks. I quickly went to work, overriding the lock.

It took longer than I expected, but it clicked at last. With a swoosh, the door opened. I quickly stepped inside.

Her quarters were empty.

“Shit.” Thankfully, there were no signs of a struggle or foul play. “Looks like I’m going to have to hunt you down, Miss Song.”

Leaving her quarters, I stalked through the base, eyes peeled for the botanist. I found her in the hydroponics bay, tending to her precious plants. She looked up as I approached, wariness in her eyes.

“Dane? Is there something you need?” Her voice was guarded, cautious. She knew I knew. I heard it in her voice.

I cut right to the chase. “It’s about Billy. I heard you sent him out to the ruins. Why?”

Hana’s face tightened, and she looked away. She was suddenly passionately interested in a wilting fern. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t play games with me, Hana. Billy’s dead. I need to know why he was out there in the first place. Was it just to bring you toys?”

She flinched at the mention of Billy’s death. Good. Meant she had a conscience.

“I... I didn’t send him out there. Not exactly.” She was speaking barely above a whisper.

I leaned in closer, crowding her space. “Then what did you do, exactly? Spit it out.”

She took a shuddering breath. “At first, I just wanted a few items… no one was allowed out there, see?”

Glancing out her window at the hulking machine the aliens were building on the hilltop, I nodded. “Hawkins was a killjoy, huh? I wonder why?”

She glared at me. “It was worse than that. Sorin was the source of all the trouble. He got Hawkins to declare the ruins off-limits.”

“Cutting you off from a toy collection?” As I said this, I spilled her desk, tossing it over. Several strange items gleamed when they fell out of the drawers. They were obviously not of human make.

“What do those do?” I asked. “Apply makeup to robots?”

My remarks didn’t go over well. “I don’t know what I ever saw in you. You’re as bad as Sorin, Hawkins—all of them!”

She knelt and picked up her trinkets. “These items might well be the only things that survive an entire lost civilization. Do you know what they wanted to do? What I really had Billy searching for?”

Mildly interested, I shrugged. “I’ll bite: what?”

“Sorin was setting up bombs out there. Explosives that we were supposed to use to blast open mines or divert rivers or even knock down a forest if we needed to, to make room for the colony domes. Forests… that’s a laugh on this rock.”

Frowning, I stepped forward. “Explosives? Why was Sorin putting stuff like that out there?”

“You know what Sorin wanted to do, don’t you? He wanted to erase all the evidence of an alien civilization. Anything nonhuman was evil, in his eyes.”

In retrospect, I had to admit old Sorin had had a point—but I didn’t bring that up. It wouldn’t have improved Hana’s mood any.

“Did Billy find anything?” I asked her. “Any bombs, I mean?”

Hana looked furtive. She had several small toys in her hands. She didn’t meet my eyes.

I grabbed Hana by the arm, pulling her behind me. “Come on. We’re going for a walk.”

She protested, trying to pull away. “Let go of me, Dane!”

I saw that her limp became more pronounced, and for that I felt a little bad. But the kid gloves were off. I didn’t have the time or patience to play nurse.

“Consider this an XCU arrest.” I dragged her along, out of the hydroponics bay. People stopped and stared, but they didn’t interfere.

Soon, we were outside the dome and standing in the harsh light of the Acheronian sun. We walked past the colony’s perimeter and crested a hill. Sprawling before us was the obsidian black monolith. All around the structure, robotic guardians scuttled about like ants.

I pointed, and I let go of Hana’s arm. “You see that? That’s our doom, right there. Waiting to consume us all.”

Hana’s eyes widened, her face going pale. “I... I don’t understand.”

“It’s the end of us, Hana. The end of everything. Renn, Billy, Sorin—and you.”

“They’ve gotten so far,” she said, staring at the structure as if really seeing it for the first time. “That thing is so big…”

“It’s going to dismantle us. That’s what Renn told me. That’s its purpose. To destroy every organic molecule on this planet. When it goes off—we’ll be erased. More thoroughly than Sorin’s wildest fantasies could have imagined.”

She shook her head, tears welling up in her eyes. “No. No, that can’t be true.”

“It doesn’t stop with these aliens you’ve been protecting, either. A signal has already been sent out. God only knows what that’s about. Maybe the creatures that built these guardians in the first place—the creatures that like erasing all life off the surface of a super-earth. Maybe they’re on their way here right now.”

Hana sagged against me. She was no longer pulling away, but instinctively seeking protection. “Then what do we do? How do we survive this?”

“We probably don’t,” I admitted. “But maybe, just maybe, if you can tell me where Sorin was setting up his bombs. And how we might set them off…”

She shook her long dark hair. It hung down all around her face. “Don’t ask me to do that. Everything I worked for. The preservation of this world—”

Gently, I lifted up her chin and turned her eyes upslope again. I wanted her to get a good, long look at those freaky machines. Anyone who eyed them for more than a minute had to know they were heartless and beyond evil. They didn’t even know what evil was—they were simply, mindlessly, following their programming.

“All right,” she said. “I’ll help you. May the universe forgive me.”

That was weird, but I decided to take it. I helped her downslope and we headed for the colony base.

As we walked, Hana began to talk.


Chapter 30

Hana’s eyes were red and puffy. “Billy... he was in love with me.”

This came as no shocker to me. “I got that.”

Billy’s eagerness to head out into the desert. His willingness to risk his life. It wasn’t about the money. It was about sex. Most men would do just about anything for a chance at a girl like Hana.

“And I... I used that. Used him.” She took a shuddering breath. “I wanted to stop Sorin. Billy went out there, and he found the charges. No one had given Sorin the order to set them off, yet, so he never did. But he did place them out there.”

“Does Hawkins even know about this?”

Hana stopped walking. She pointed. “I think you’re going to get your chance to ask him.”

A vehicle was trundling toward us—barreling in our direction. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it looked like it was going to run us over.

Hana stepped behind me—but that wasn’t going to save her, I figured. I’m a brick of a man, but trucks could run me over just the same as anyone.

Cautiously, I unslung my pulse-rifle and held it in a threatening pose. The driver got the message and served to one side.

Hawkins jumped out, and he was pretty mad.

“What did you do?” he demanded, pointing at me.

“Uh… could you give me a hint?”

“The explosives—from Billy’s shed. They’re gone. All gone. Did you use some XCU hacking device to pop the lock? It took us ten minutes to—”

Smiling, I reached a hand behind me and gently nudged Hana forward. She was still standing in my shadow. “Miss Song, here, might be able to shed some light, Chief.”

Hawkins’ eyes landed on her as if just noticing she was with me. His face soured. “Do you know what happened to the explosives? That was my entire plan—to fight our way up there and set off charges.”

“That would be kind of crazy,” Hana said. “It’s so close to the colony. Surely, fragments would—”

Hawkins shook a finger wildly upslope at the busy robots. “You think they’ll be more gentle when the time comes?”

“No…” she said in a small voice.

“Okay, then. Tell me where my charges are. Billy was a dummy, but there’s no way he would lose six barrels’ worth of Semtex!”

Hana lifted her chin. “I had nothing to do with it—but Sorin placed the explosives out there in the ruins.”

“What? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I thought you were in on it. I thought Sorin had convinced you that the ruins should be destroyed.”

Hawkins did some pacing around. “This blows my plans. Sorin was even crazier than I thought he was. And you,” he pointed at Hana, “you’ve been acting nuts as well!”

It was my turn to frown and blink. He was right, several of the colonists I’d been dealing with had been acting somewhat irrationally since I’d arrived. That included Sorin, Renn, Billy…. and most definitely Hana.

“Maybe it’s an effect of the signal,” I said, “the alien signal.”

“What?” Hawkins snapped. “Make sense, man!”

“I have to tell you, Chief, a lot of your people have been acting mildly nuts since I got here. I’d attributed that to the stress—but now I’m not so sure. Renn is psionically sensitive. So was Sorin. What about you, Hana?”

She shrugged. “I was rated as a four. Nothing impressive.”

“Better than me, I’m a one,” I said.

She smirked. “I would never have guessed you were insensitive.”

“Anyway, this AI communicates on every known wavelength and some I don’t think we’ve mapped out yet. I think… I think that signal has been driving you guys a little crazy since you landed here.”

Neither one of them argued. They stared for a moment upslope toward the device. Could it be wider now, than before? The shape of it had shifted, certainly. It had a crown-like structure, complete with jutting black diamond shapes high up on the sides.

“Well… how are we going to destroy it now?” Hawkins asked. “I doubt we have time to go find stashed barrels of explosives out there in the Gray Plains. Do you even know exactly where they are?”

Hana shook her head. Her long dark hair danced.

“Great…”

“Maybe we don’t have to destroy the monolith,” I said. “Maybe we can destroy the core spire instead.”

“You’ve already silenced it.”

I shrugged. “I tore Renn loose from it. It’s no longer pulsing out a signal—but it’s still there.”

Hawkins advanced suddenly on Hana. “How do we blow it up? You’ve got to know.”

“I know a few things,” she said. “It’s very painful to me to contemplate… but it might be the only way.”

“It is the only way you’re going to escape an execution,” Hawkins said.

Hana gasped and moved behind me again. I’m no genius, but I knew her game. She had already charmed my pants off, and now I felt the urge to protect her.

Her ploy was totally working, but I decided I had to pretend it wasn’t. I stepped aside and let Hawkins loom over her threateningly.

“You can start,” he told her, “by telling me everything you know about this bomb. Every last detail.”

“I don’t know much,” she stammered. “Just that Sorin was building it. Something that could take out the core spire, and half the ruins as well.”

I took a step closer to her, my eyes narrowed. “Where was Sorin building it?”

Hana shook her head. “I don’t know. Billy was supposed to find it and dismantle it. But he never got the chance.”

Eric rubbed his face. “We’re screwed. There’s no time for a search.”

“We’ll have to assume that he placed it in the right spot,” I said.

“Where’s that?”

“Up close to the spire, I guess. If you brought down the upper floors, it would all collapse going down into the earth. That would bury the whole thing forever, if nothing else.”

“Okay, fine. Let’s assume it’s there, and it will work. How do we set it off?”

Hana almost cried. “Do we have to?”

“Fuck yes!” Hawkins barked.

Hana turned and ran off. My eyes followed her, but I answered Hawkins. “I’m going to go talk to Dr. Renn.”

“He’s laid up in the hospital.”

“Yeah… but he can also work a skullweb.”

“So what?”

“Listen, if you were a crazy psionic with a skullweb on your head, how would you detonate a big bomb?”

Hawkins squinted at me. “But how could he—”

“At range, so no one would catch you out there. With an undetectable signal no one could trace the explosion back to you?”

“Huh…” Hawkins said, looking down and thinking hard. When his head came up, he trotted to his vehicle, climbed in and swept it in a wheel-spinning arc so that the passenger door faced me. “Get in!”

A few bouncing minutes later, I found myself back at the Med-Bay. I wanted to see if Renn was in any condition to help me with this bomb.

He was recovering in one of the long-term care hospital beds in the far corner of the bay. Several tubes were stuck in his hands and arms.

The smell of the place curled my nose. Not only did I hate the acrid odors, I hated the constant beeping and chirping noises that seemed to originate from every goddamn machine in these places.

“Dr. Renn?”

He had a data pad and was busy tapping something as I approached. He looked up, his single working eye widening in surprise.

“Tanner? I didn’t expect to see you so soon?”

I didn’t have time for pleasantries. “Yeah, you and me both, Doc. We’ve got a situation on our hands.”

Renn frowned. “What kind of situation?”

I told him everything about Sorin’s bomb.

Renn’s face paled as I spoke. He knew as well as I did, we were in deep trouble.

“You want to set off a bomb?” he asked, his voice shaking slightly. “Are you insane? Think of all the research you’ll be destroying. Very few colonies have ever found—”

I shook my head. “I know all that, Doc. It’s the only way.”

“That kind of research is what brought me out here to this benighted corner of the galaxy,” he said. “You know that. You’re asking—”

“I’m asking that you help stop whatever bullshit you started inside the spire. That bomb may be our last hope.”

Renn hesitated for a moment, then nodded slowly. “Okay. I’m in. What do you need me to do?”

I felt a flicker of relief.

“I need you to help me find that bomb,” I said. “Hana said Sorin must have put it near the core spire.”

Renn’s eyes widened. “That’s a… problematic area to search.”

I knew what his problem was, of course. He was terrified of the place after having been held captive there.

I nodded grimly. “I know. But we don’t have a choice. Hawkins is preparing for another suicide run at the guardians. There won’t be any colonists left if he keeps that up.”

Renn took a deep breath. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

I gently clapped him on the shoulder. “Good choice, Doc. Otherwise I was going to drag your sorry ass back into the spire and let the aliens mind-fuck you till the Ancients showed up.”

My hands came up, and I started disconnecting tubes and wires. Alarms went off all over his automated bed.

“What are you doing?”

“Taking you out there, of course.” I hauled Renn’s sorry ass up off the bed. He groaned and protested, but I didn’t have time for his bellyaching.

“You’re insane, Tanner,” Renn sputtered as I dragged him to his feet. “Dr. Wei. She’ll not allow this.” Renn nervously laughed at me next. “Cease your ham-handed assaults on my health.”

He’d said this last part more pleading than commanding, but I hesitated anyway. Already, nurses were circling, and I saw the distant form of Dr. Wei striding my way with purpose. No one looked happy.

“You really think you can help from here?” I asked.

“I know I can.”

Stepping back reluctantly, I allowed the flock of nurses to dart in and reattached Renn. All of them made sure to shoot reproachful looks in my direction. I smiled and nodded back at the cute ones.

I really didn’t want to drag his ass out to the ruins. Hawkins, for his evacuation of the colony, had taken control of every craft that flew in the sky or moved across the ground. That left me dragging Renn through the ash the whole way by brute strength.

“I’m listening, Doc. Are you going to build a device? Send out signals from here?”

“No, you must go to Sorin’s lair.”

“Oh… that place? It’s almost a religious exhibit.”

“That makes sense. Do you know anything about psionics, Tanner?”

“Not much. I failed all that stuff in school.”

He rolled his single working eye at me, but I didn’t take offense.

Renn took in a shaky breath. “You’re going to have to find some object that helped Sorin focus. Something near and dear to his heart.”

“Great… wait… I’m going to have to find it?”

He lifted his driplines and shook them at me. “As you can see, I’m indisposed.”

I narrowed my eyes. The word ‘signal’ made me nervous. “Go on,” I said.

“Find something that Sorin was fond of. Something he spent a lot of time with. Bring it back, and we’ll test it as a focus.”

“And how’s that going to help us?”

Renn licked his lips. I could tell he was enjoying flexing his mental prowess again. “They’re common communication techniques. If I can get onto the right frequency, so to speak, I can beam a signal to the core spire.”

I stared at him, working through it all. “So, it would be like our own ‘ghost signal.’ That’s your idea?”

“Have you got anything better to try?”

Squinching my eyes shut hard for a few seconds, I came up blank.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll give it a shot.”


Chapter 31

Pushing open the heavy doors of the Archaeological Archive, I let the musty smell of ancient artifacts and old parchment wash over me. The place was deserted, as everyone else out defending the colony against the alien threat.

But I had a different mission.

I needed to find something that might be a psionic focus for Sorin. Something he held dear, something that might give us an edge against the ancient guardians and their doomsday device.

Walking through the dimly lit halls, my footsteps echoed on the marble floors. Marble? That was a laugh. Had they actually dragged this stuff all the way out from Earth? Or had they quarried it here? Or, maybe, it was fake?

Giving my head a shake, I decided it didn’t matter. Glass cases lined the walls, filled with relics from Earth’s past. Old books, faded photographs, rusted tools. All remnants of a world left behind.

That was Sorin’s big deal, after all. He was super-paranoid that the colonists would come to forget about Earth, to lose all their roots. Given the evidence I’d seen in my travels, I knew he had a point.

I paused at a display of ancient weapons, studying a battered shield and a rusted sword. Impressive, but not what I was looking for. Sorin was an archivist, not a warrior. I couldn’t imagine him toying with a sword during his off hours.

Moving on, I scanned the shelves and cases for anything that might catch my eye. A fossilized trilobite, a chunk of moon rock, a tattered flag from some long-forgotten nation. The sign said “Romania”. Huh. Go figure.

All this stuff was interesting in its own way, but none of it felt right… As I delved deeper into the archive, I found myself surrounded by more personal items: journals, diaries, letters home. The human stories behind the history.

I flipped through a few pages, skimming tales of love and loss, hope and despair. The same stories that played out on every world, in every time. The universal constants of the human experience.

But as fascinating as they were, these weren’t what I needed, either. Sorin wasn’t the sentimental type. He was all about the big picture, the grand narratives of history.

I was about to give up when I spotted something out of the corner of my eye. A flash of color in a sea of brown and grey.

I turned and saw it. One of Sorin’s masks, hanging on a wall like a twisted piece of art. It was turned on and the screen was active. A riot of colors and patterns, shapes and symbols that seemed to shift and dance before my eyes.

Stepping closer, I studied the mask intently. There was something about it, something that drew me in. If there was any single object in this collection that just plain screamed “Sorin!” it had to be this one.

I reached out and took it from the wall, feeling the weight of it in my hands. It was heavier than it looked, the materials dense and solid. What fun it must have been to wear it all day. I would have sooner worn a gas mask.

As I turned it over, examining every inch, it hit me. This was it. This was what I’d been looking for. Sorin’s psionic focal point—the key to his power. I’d bet my left nut on it.

I gripped the mask tightly, a grim smile spreading across my face. With this, we might just have a chance. A chance to turn the tide, to stop the guardians and their doomsday device.

It was a slim hope, a desperate gamble. But it was all we had.

I took the mask back to Renn, who fondled it and said he’d see what he could do. He looked tired, old and half-dead, but I knew he’d do his damnedest. With one last look, I turned and headed for the door. There was nothing more I could do here.

It was all up to Renn now.

God help us all.

Outside again, I stalked through the colony base. I stood in the central hub and looked around.

The colony was in chaos, with colonists running around like headless chickens. And there was Hawkins, giving orders like he had a clue what he was doing.

It only took a few minutes for me to realize he was prepping for an attack again. I marched right up to him, getting in his face. “You’re making a mistake, Hawkins. This is suicide.”

He glared at me. “I gave you your shot—more than once, Tanner. Those things up there are going to kill us all if we don’t do something. So… this is something.”

I shook my head. “You’re right, but this ain’t it.”

Hawkins snorted. “And what’s your big plan? Sit around, hold hands and sing kumbaya?”

“Close,” I said. “Renn and I have an idea. A way to put an end to this whole thing.”

Hawkins raised an eyebrow. “And you’re just telling me this now?”

“New information has come to light—thanks largely to my investigation into Hana’s connection to the ruins. As it turns out, Sorin has a bomb hidden somewhere out there.”

Hawkins stared at me for a long moment. I could see the wheels turning in his head. He glanced up at the sun. It was late afternoon on a very long day.

“You’ve got one hour, Tanner. I don’t want to attack at night. One hour to make this happen.”

I nodded, relief flooding through me. “We won’t let you down.”

Hawkins just grunted. “You better not. Or we’re all dead.”

Turning on my heel, I headed back to Med Bay. One hour? That’s all we had? I hoped that would be enough.

Renn was right where I left him, still hunched over the mask. He looked up as I walked in, his one eye wide.

“Well?” he asked. “What did he say?”

“You’ve got one hour, Doc. One hour to save the life of every human on Acheron.”

Renn swallowed hard. “Well, at least there’s no pressure, right?”

I clapped him on the shoulder. He winced in pain. “Oh… sorry. Just do your thing. I’ll handle the rest. Maybe I can squeeze some more time out of the chief.”

He had his skullweb on again, and that kind of freaked me out. After all, the last time I’d seen him in that he’d been alien-controlled and trying to kill me.

But the signal was gone—at least for now. He seemed like himself.

Renn nodded, turning back to his work. I watched him for a moment, then headed for the exit.

The truth was, I still didn’t trust Renn. Not one bit. After all, he’d murdered Aziz right in front of me.

But what choice did I have? He was the only one I knew who could hack that bomb.

Right as I was having these thoughts, the sky lit up outside the colony dome. Was that lightning? Or had the guardians finally finished building their contraption and set it off?

I wondered what it would feel like to have your molecules let go of one another. Would it feel like anything at all? I was pretty sure disintegration wouldn’t be pleasant.

I hoped, at least, it would be quick.


Chapter 32

The flash caught me off guard. For a brief moment, it was brighter than the local sun. I squinted, shielding my eyes. My first impression was it came from the top of the hill, from the monolith.

But it didn’t. Squinting up that way, I could see clearly that the alien edifice was still there, just as threatening and strange as always.

So… what in the hell…?

After the brilliant light died down, what rose up next was familiar and undeniable. There was no mistaking it. A mushroom cloud was billowing up on the horizon. Just beyond where those ancient guardians were building that damn device.

The cloud bloomed, a terrible flower of destruction, its petals unfurling in shades of orange and red.

The shockwave hit a heartbeat later, a wall of superheated air that blew out every window in the colony. Fragments of electrochromic glass exploded in every direction. I staggered, my ears ringing, my skin prickling with the heat. Men out at the perimeter fence were all down—some had been smart enough to throw themselves flat, and the rest had been tossed to the ground like flattened stalks of grass.

The cloud kept growing, climbing higher and higher into the sky, a pillar of smoke and ash that seemed to touch the heavens.

I stared, my mouth hanging open, my mind struggling to comprehend the magnitude of what I was seeing. The guardians were silhouetted against the brilliance, their metallic bodies gleaming like dark mirrors. The thing they’d been so busy building loomed in their midst them, a monolithic shadow dwarfed by the scale of the explosion.

Inside the dome where I was, colonists were picking themselves up. Most just stood there, frozen, their faces slack with shock and awe. Some fell to their knees. A few wept openly.

I didn’t hesitate any longer. Hana was nearby and I grabbed her, throwing her to the ground.

She yelped in surprise, but I didn’t have time to explain. I covered her body with my own, shielding her from what was coming next—the scorching winds. They came quickly, and the heat washed over us, searing my skin. I gritted my teeth, holding on tight.

It seemed to last forever. The roar of the explosion, the burning, smoky air. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. All I could do was hold on to Hana and pray.

Finally, it was over. I lifted my head, blinking away the spots in my vision. The mushroom cloud still loomed on the horizon, a towering pillar of smoke and ash.

The guardians uphill from us appeared relatively undamaged—but they’d frozen up. They looked like black, metal statues. The monolith they circled was still there, but its once-smooth surface was now pitted and scarred.

I rolled off Hana, my body aching. She sat up, her eyes wide with shock. “What just happened, Dane?” she whispered.

I shook my head. “I don’t know. But I think we just got lucky.”

“This is lucky?”

Through shattered windows, wind whipped at my face, tugging at my clothes. Radioactive ash rained down, coating everything in a fine layer of gray. I coughed, spitting out the taste of death.

Stumbling to my feet, my legs held me up. I couldn’t find any serious injuries. Hana sat on the ground beside me, her face buried in her hands. Sobs wracked her body. I looked around, taking in the scene of destruction.

The colonists were picking themselves up, their faces slack with shock. They stared at the dissipating mushroom cloud, unable to believe what they were seeing. I couldn’t blame them. I could hardly believe it myself.

But I grinned. Ear to ear.

Renn had done it. He’d actually pulled it off. The ruins were destroyed, and it looked to me like those damn guardians had shut down as well. The construction of their techno nightmare had halted.

Acheron Colony was safe.

Hawkins stumbled up to me. His fists were balled up.

“What the hell did you do?” he demanded.

“I saved your ass—everyone’s ass.”

His face split into a wide snarl. He grabbed me by the shoulders, but I shook him off.

“You crazy mother! People are burned and blinded! We’ll be picking radioactive dust out of our hair for weeks!”

“Yeah… maybe.”

“How did you know it would go nuclear like that?”

I blinked at him. I honestly considered bullshitting him on this point—but I passed on that idea. “I didn’t think it would. You said it was just Semtex.”

“Yeah, but…” He stared off toward colony’s power plant. “Do you think Billy or Sorin took some of our radioactives out there? Without permission?”

“Seems like a strong possibility,” I admitted.

Hawkins started cursing and rushing off to count barrels someplace. I understood his concern. Colonists coming out from Earth only had so much of materials like plutonium to go around. It was difficult to build a mine and a refinery like that on your own. It might take centuries to replace what had been blown up today.

Most of the other colonists greeted me with more enthusiasm. Once they’d realized the guardians had stopped building their nightmare up the hill, they started smiling.

Within ten minutes of the fateful blast, the cheers of the colonists rang in my ears. They whooped and hollered, their faces lit up with the glow of victory. I wanted to join in, to bask in the moment of triumph. But something held me back. I wasn’t a hundred percent happy with things—not yet.

Hawkins soon came wandering back from the power plant. He looked dejected.

“They stole it—one of them. Where’s Hana? I bet she knew about this!”

“Nah…” I said. “She never wanted Sorin to blow up the ruins. She thought you were in on it.”

“That’s insane!”

All this time as we talked, I wasn’t looking at Hawkins. Instead, I was gazing upslope toward the obelisk. It hadn’t gotten any smaller—but at least the construction had halted.

The guardians… they were still frozen in place.

Too still, for my taste. Too quiet. Like statues frozen in time. That didn’t make much sense to me. They had been unstoppable, but now they looked lifeless.

Appearances could be deceiving. I knew that better than anyone. Hell, I looked like a nice fella to most people.

Hawkins stopped bitching about the lost plutonium and his eyes followed mine. His brow furrowed, and he voiced my thoughts for me. “I don’t like it… Why aren’t they limp on the ground, or something.”

I nodded, my gaze drawn back to scene. The obelisk loomed over the colony, a dark sentinel against the ashen sky. The force field that had surrounded it was gone, but the structure remained mostly intact. It was battered and scarred, but its menacing presence still hung over the colony.

Then I saw something. A flicker of movement, a glint of metal. One guardian moved fractionally, its head turning almost imperceptibly toward the colony.

“Did you see that?” I asked.

Hawkins nodded, his hand resting on the butt of his pistol. “One of them twitched.”

The seconds ticked by, each one stretching into an eternity. The colonists continued to celebrate, oblivious to the growing tension in the air. I wanted to shout a warning, to tell them to run. But my tongue felt thick and clumsy, the words sticking in my throat.

Then, everything went to shit. The guardians surged forward with a speed and ferocity I’d never seen before.

People screamed, running in all directions. The guardians lashed out with their metal tentacles, grabbing colonists and tossing them aside like rag dolls.

This was bad. Very bad. We had celebrated too soon, let our guard down. And now we were paying the price.

My rifle had been set aside when I’d huddled over Hana, so I drew my buzzblade. The weight and feel of it comforted my hand. Hawkins was beside me, his own rifle at the ready.

He began to fire, while I charged toward the guardians, dodging their flailing tentacles. They did seem—slower and less agile than normal. Could it be they’d been cut off from their mastermind AI? That they were now much dumber robots, left to their baser instincts? That was my impression.

They fought like mad-things, but not intelligent mad-things. It was more like fighting blinded, wounded beasts.

I slashed at one with my blade, sparks flying as metal met metal. The guardian reeled back, its eyes flickering.

But there were too many of them. They surrounded us, their metal bodies pressing in from all sides. I fought like a raging barbarian, my blade a blur of motion. But it wasn’t enough.

Fortunately, the metal monsters weren’t going after just us.

Shocked, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The guardians were going haywire, spinning and slashing at each other like a bunch of crazed maniacs. Clearly, their artificial minds had broken, and they’re reverted to some more primitive software.

Sparks flew as their serrated tentacles collided, metal screeching against metal.

“Back, back!” I shouted. “Let them destroy each other!”

Some of the colonists scattered, screaming in terror. They ran in all directions, desperate to escape the madness. A sliver of my lizard brain wanted to run, too. But I stood my ground, my buzzblade slashing madly when one of these crazed things came close. I defended the wounded on the ground, dragging them to safety off the battlefield one at a time.

What the hell was happening? One moment the surviving guardians had been frozen, the next they were tearing anything and everything apart, including each other. It didn’t make sense. Nothing on this damn planet made any sense.

To think I took this fucking job for half pay. XCU would get a sizable bill after this was all over, if I even survived. But so far, luck had been on my side.

I glanced at Hawkins, hoping he had some idea what to do. But he looked just as lost as I felt.

I wanted to try something. It seemed crazy, but...

Standing still, I lowered my buzzblade.

I took a step forward. The guardians didn’t seem to notice me. They were too busy ripping each other to shreds. In fact… as long as I didn’t raise a hand to them, or shoot at them—they ignored me.

Good. Now I had to find a way to shut them down before they destroyed the entire colony. But how? If it were so goddamn easy, I would have done it already.

I knew the answer before I had finished the question. It was obvious, like a hairy mole on grandma’s chin.

The obelisk on top of that tortured hill.

Suddenly, one guardian defeated another, and it broke away from the scrum. With no immediate targets, it charged straight toward Hawkins and me. Playing innocent only went so far, I guess.

They were prioritizing targets. If you looked dangerous, you got it first—but eventually, everything and everyone was on the menu.

I raised my buzzblade, ready to fight. But the guardian was too fast. It slammed into me, knocking me off my feet. I hit the ground hard, the wind knocked out of me.

I lay on my back, gasping for air.

The guardian was on me. Its eyes glowed red. I tried to raise my blade, but my arm wouldn’t move—it was pinned by the weight of the metal monster.

Was this it? Was this how I was going to die? Torn apart by a crazed alien robot on a godforsaken planet, light years from home?

“Ah, fuck.”

But the guardian didn’t strike. It just stood there, frozen. Like a statue. I blinked, not sure what was happening.

Then I heard it. Laughter. High-pitched and manic. It was coming from the direction of the Med Bay.

The robot was off-balance in one direction, so I tipped it over. I pushed myself to my feet, dirt and blood oozing. I knew that laugh. It was Renn.

Dr. Renn had come out of the Med Bay into the open in a wheelchair. The chair wasn’t well named, as it didn’t have wheels. It was of those air-glider types, and it slid in my direction. Renn sat hunched over like an invalid. He was giggling like a schoolgirl, his shoulders shaking with mirth.

“Doc?” I said. “What the hell is going on?”

He spun slowly around in his gliding chair. He did two full rotations, like a drunk kid doing donuts in slow motion. A grin split his face. His eyes were wild, darting back and forth like a cornered animal.

“I did it,” he crowed. “I hacked through all of Sorin’s primitive security like it was nothing.”

I stared at him. “We know about that. Every window in the colony is gone.”

He laughed again, the sound grating on my nerves. “It was child’s play, really.”

“What about the robots? What’d you do to them?”

His eyes slid around. They looked… kind of evil. “I learned a few things when I was their master. I gave them a pulse—a tiny nudge. I see they’ve finished their handiwork.”

“You made them attack us?”

Again, he showed me those slippery eyes. Then, his cap slipped—one of those medical blue, papery things they put on you in hospitals.

There was the gleam of the skullweb. He still had it on his head. I knew he’d put it on to set off the bomb—but he didn’t need it now—did he?

On sudden instinct, I reached out and snatched it off his head.

Dragging him outside, I ignored his protests. A few of the guardians were still operating in berserker mode, tearing each other apart. The colonists who got close went running for their lives, screaming in terror.

Renn’s grin faded, replaced by a look of confusion. “I don’t understand. The bomb should have stopped them all.”

“I agree, but it didn’t. And now we’ve got a bigger problem on our hands.”

Renn looked at me, his eyes wide. “This is not good,” he muttered, his voice shaking.

I snorted. “You think?”

Renn flinched like I’d slapped him. His child-like mirth was nowhere to be found.

“I need you to fix this, Renn. I know it’s not all your fault, but I need you to stop this madness. And if I might make a suggestion, I would start there.”

I pointed.

There, at the top of the hill, loomed the black cube. It sat there like a dark god, watching over the chaos below.


Chapter 33

Renn was babbling beside me, smashing code on a data pad, going on about memory circuits and automated responses. I tuned him out. I didn’t need a science lesson.

The behavior of the guardians had changed, but they were still coming for us. And for being robots, they looked pissed. At least the force field around the cube was gone.

The weight of the buzzblade felt good in my hand. Its presence was always reassuring. My palms were sweaty from the heat. Back on Earth, Tina would have helped me get through this moment.

I glanced at Renn. He was still yammering on, his eyes wide with excitement. I didn’t want or need a play-by-play. I only wanted him to shut the last of these damn things down.

“Keep it under your hat, Doc,” I said gruffly. Renn’s mouth snapped closed. Lowering the data pad he was working on, he looked at me, startled. “We need to move closer—now.”

We walked—or rather I walked, and he glided over the dust and blood, kicking up tiny clouds. We were close to the perimeter fence now. The guardians were still operating, some of them. I could hear the thud of their footsteps, the whir of their gears. They were coming for us. And they wouldn’t stop until they had what they wanted.

“Give me back the skullweb,” Renn said. “I can disable them, if we get close enough.”

“Like you did to the one that was trying to gut me?”

He nodded, his head lolling to one side grotesquely. His eyes were earnest, but his face… one half of it was curved up in a demon’s smile.

“Nah,” I said. “I don’t think I want you talking to any more robots with your mind.”

A skinny fist thumped the armrest of his chair. I pretended not to notice his frustration—this was easy, as I really didn’t care.

As we traveled upslope, I noticed the robots that were still mobile weren’t attacking us. They were acting strangely—shivering. I would have thought they were pissing themselves, if such a thing were possible.

I glanced over my shoulder. Renn seemed to be straining. His eyes were locked on the skullweb I’d taken from him. He looked like a junky eyeing his next fix. I reminded myself he had been a hybrid monster less than twenty-four hours ago. He wasn’t to be trusted.

“What do you think is happening to them now?” I asked.

Renn shook his head. “I can’t say with certainty. But I have a theory.”

I didn’t have time for theories. I needed concrete facts.

“Spit it out,” I said.

Renn took a deep breath as he scanned the horizon. “They’re rebooting,” he wheezed. “Accessing some kind of deep-seated directive.”

I frowned. “Plain English, Doc.”

Renn tore his gaze away from the guardians. “It means they’re changing, Tanner. Altering their objectives, their operational parameters. Becoming something new.”

I understood now. “Like… becoming better human-killers?”

Renn shook his head. “I can’t be certain, but based on their behavior, their increased aggression... I think they’re accessing a more destructive set of protocols.”

I cursed under my breath. My XCU-sponsored vacation to Acheron was just getting better and better. “So, you’re telling me these things are what—evolving?”

Renn nodded grimly. “In a manner of speaking, yes. It’s as if they’ve tapped into some ancient memory circuit, one that’s been dormant until now. And whatever it’s telling them to do, it’s not good.”

As we reached the top of the hill, standing at the foot of the imposing alien machine, the robots stirred anew.

The remaining guardians were waking up now, their limbs swaying with a newfound purpose. There couldn’t be more than a dozen of them now, but they were all heading in the same direction.

Straight toward the colony.

The skullweb jangled in my hand. “Can you override their code, Doc?”

Renn looked at the device, his eyes improbably wide. “If I’m right about this, if they’ve truly accessed some new level of programming... they may be unstoppable. But give me the skullweb! I can at least try!”

Shit. This was still one hell of a fight.

You could see the whole battle more clearly from the hilltop. The colony base was in chaos. The last handful of guardians swarmed down the hill like a plague of locusts. I could hear the sporadic fire from the colonists. Shredders, pulse-rifles, electric lashes. The colonists were throwing everything they had at the metal monsters.

I heard a scream above the chaos of battle. It cut through the noise like a knife. I whipped my head around, searching for its source. It was Hana.

She was running toward us, past the fence line. She still had an obvious limp from the jump drone injury. Right on her attractive tail was an ancient guardian. Its metal claws were reaching for her, ready to tear her into tiny pieces.

“Give me the skullweb, fool!” Renn demanded.

I threw it at him and turned back toward Hana. This was going to be the most lopsided a fight as I’d ever witnessed. Hana was no fighter. She was a botanist…

Dammit, I had to save her. Even if she was a lying, two-faced bitch.

I took off running, my legs pumping. The thick ash gave way under my boots, slowing me down. I dodged dying militia, robots and rocks. I leaped over fallen bodies and smoldering wreckage.

The guardian was gaining on Hana. Its metal legs were a blur. Its robotic mind filled with malevolence. Then she stumbled, nearly fell. The guardian reached for her with its tentacles.

I put on a burst of speed. I was close now, so close. I could see the fear in her eyes. The guardian’s claws were inches from her body.

My buzzblade was humming in my hand. I swung it in a vicious arc, slicing through the guardian’s arm. The limb fell to the ground, sparks flying from the severed wires.

The guardian spun around, its arm ruined. But I foolishly had left too big of a stump intact. It aimed its sparking, wound limb at me like a firework, forcing me to turn away.

I put my body into a spin, fully expecting it attack. I felt the swoosh of air as appendages lashed out at the spot where I had been standing.

I didn’t give it a chance to recover. I pressed my attack, hacking and slashing with my buzzblade.

Hana was on the ground, screaming. The guardian had shifted its focus back to her. It was on top of her, slashing with its remaining tentacles. I could see blood, a lot of it.

Leaping onto the guardian’s back, my buzzblade worked its magic. I stabbed and stabbed, tearing into its metal hide. Sparks flew. Circuits sizzled. The thing bucked and thrashed, trying to throw me off. But I held on tight.

“You’re mine, asshole!” I yelled at the top of my lungs.

Hana was still wailing. It was a wrenching sound. I had to end this, and fast. I raised my buzzblade high and brought it down with all my strength, right into the guardian’s skull. The blade punched through metal and circuits, burying itself deep.

The guardian convulsed, its limbs flailing. But it wasn’t dead yet. It kept slashing at Hana, its claw a blur of metal. I twisted my buzzblade, trying to find its core.

Come on, you bastard. Die already.

Hana’s screams were getting weaker. She was losing too much blood. I had to get this thing off her. But it wouldn’t die. It just kept twitching and jerking, its claw still flashing.

I gritted my teeth and pushed harder. My muscles screamed in protest. But I didn’t stop. I couldn’t stop.

Finally, with a last convulsive shudder, the guardian went still. Its red eyes flickered, then faded into nothing more than lifeless optical sensors. I yanked my buzzblade free and kicked the thing off Hana’s blood-soaked body.


Chapter 34

I knelt beside Hana, my hands slick with her blood. She was hurt bad, really bad. Those guardian claws had torn her up good. I pressed my hands against the wounds, trying to stem the flow. But there was so much blood. It just kept coming.

Scooping her up, I ran downhill as fast as I could toward Med Bay.

Dr. Wei was suddenly there, her med-kit in hand. “I’ve got her, Tanner. I won’t let her die without a fight.”

“You sure, Doc?”

Layla pushed me out of the way. “I’m sure. Now go. They need you out there.”

I hesitated for a moment, looking down at Hana’s pale face.

I stood up, my rage cooling. “I’m going to hold you to that, Doc.”

Layla was already working on Hana, her hands a blur of skilled precision. “Fine. Now go.”

It was about then that two things happened. One, I realized that I’d left Dr. Renn at the top of that hill—or near it—when I’d changed directions to help Hana.

And secondly—there was something wrong with the obelisk at the top of the hill. It was… glowing?

Dr. Renn. Hadn’t I left him up there? A few minutes ago?

Alone? In a flying wheelchair and wearing a skullweb?

I turned and ran toward the Obelisk. The sound of gunfire had almost died out. That was good. It had to mean we were winning.

Trotting uphill, looking for Renn, I watched as several botanists with makeshift weapons surrounded a lone guardian. It thrashed and flailed, its metal tentacles lashing out at the colonists surrounding it. They were a ragged bunch, covered in blood and grime. But they weren’t giving up. Their willingness to fight impressed me.

The colonists hacked at the guardian with whatever they had. Hammers, axes, even a few shovels. That took balls.

The guardian swung its blades at a man to its left, nearly taking his head off. But the others were on it in an instant, raining blows down on its metal hide.

It stumbled, sparks flying from its joints. It tried to turn, to lash out at the colonists behind it. But they were too quick, too determined.

They beat it back, their tools clanging against its armor. It let out a metallic shriek, its red eyes flickering.

And then, with a final blow from a hammer, it fell. It crashed to the ground, its tentacles twitching feebly.

The colonists kept beating on it, making sure it was dead. Making sure it wouldn’t get back up.

Shortly after that, I found myself at the foot of the obelisk. This had to be the biggest, weirdest, most alien structure I’d ever had the misfortune to be near.

“Dr. Renn? Felix?”

No answer.

I began to walk slowly around the whole base of the structure. It was even stranger up close. Metal. Circuitry—flapping tubes that had never yet been connected, but which still must serve some vile purpose.

Finally, I spied a lone figure, squatting oddly in its chair. The figure looked like a toad to me. A toad squatting on a log, overlooking a vast desert.

The creature was Dr. Renn, of course, and it seemed fixated upon the sight of the ruined city.

Way out there, in the midst of the Gray Plain, squatted a city with no name, no history that we could comprehend. He was staring at it, twitching and jerking in spasmodic movements that swept over his body at random intervals.

“Hey, uh, Doc…?”

“You returned, Tanner?”

“Of course.”

“I’m surprised.”

I edged closer. I moved forward enough to get a look at his face…

Yep. It wasn’t Dr. Renn anymore. Not entirely.

I’d seen that freak-face before. The crawling eye. The jumping skin stretched tight over cheekbones. It was the hybrid.

Damn. I hoped I wouldn’t have to put him down. I’d worked so hard to save him—and he’d done a good job on the bomb and the robots…

“Contemplating murder, are we?” he asked.

He never even looked at me. His eyes seemed fixated upon the ruined city—which was far less than ruins, now. It was smoking rubble, nothing more.

“Never, Doc! I’m admiring a hero!”

Finally, at long last, he turned in my direction. That one eye—it was full of madness.

As I watched a single tear rolled down from that lonely orb. “You mock me. In the final moments of my species?”

“Your final moments?” I asked, not getting it.

Carefully, I slid one boot closer to the thing in the wheelchair. It was almost within reach, now.

“Yes. I’m the last of my kind. We unleashed the weapon you see here on this hilltop. No organics have been here since. But your friend, the doctor—he awakened me. He gave me flesh instead of pure intellect.”

“Ah, I get it.”

“I doubt that.”

“No, really. You’re the ghost. You’re the source of the signal—the last message from your species. Right?”

Slowly, that skinny neck rotated, and the head nodded. “You astound me. Dr. Renn’s brain believed you incapable of such a sophisticated concept.”

I laughed. “Renn’s smart, but he doesn’t know everything.”

“I see… What’s next?”

“Huh?”

“Are you going to rip me apart? This vessel—Renn, I mean—is now the final spot my consciousness can reside.”

“You can’t, um, get into this monolith, here?”

I tapped on the strange structure that stood next to us. It was as solid as granite.

“No. It is never going to live, now. You’ve killed my workers. You’ve destroyed my city—my power source. I have nothing.”

“But you live on in Dr. Renn. I guess I could take you like this, down to Med Bay. They can probably keep you both alive. They’ll treat you well and—”

“Never! I’ll not be your plaything! You’ll not study me for your amusement! Mine were once a powerful, savage people!”

“I’m sure of that, but—”

I made my move, then. I stepped close to him—but he made his move, too.

What did I expect? Who knows? Maybe a desperate, final, uneven struggle. Or perhaps to have my mind attacked, the way this being had done to others.

But no. What happened was far more shocking.

Dr. Renn’s arms came up. His fingers transformed into claws.

Instead of scratching at me, however, he began tearing at his own throat. With maniacal strength, he worked at tearing out his own windpipe, gouging his own eyes.

Renn howled in fear and rage at the same time. What a way to kill yourself…

My blade had been in my hand—but I dropped it in the dust. Instead, I grasped at his wrists, tried to pry his own hands from his injured face.

It was no good. He had those fingers dug in, now. Into nostrils, mouth and one eye-socket. It was ghastly.

Finally, a lightbulb flashed in my mind. I knew what I had to do—I snatched away the skullweb.

The transformation was instantaneous. Dr. Renn went from a mad savage to himself, coughing and trembling. Keening in pain.

“Let me get you home, Doc,” I said gently. “If that’s Dr. Renn in there…?”

“Of course, it is, you muscle-bound fool!” he rasped.

I smiled. It was the same old Renn. The ghost was gone.


Chapter 35

The Med-Bay was a mess. Blood and soot were everywhere. Wounded colonists lay on every available surface. The docs and nurses were running around in a controlled dervish dance, doing their best to keep the wounded alive.

Outside, I could hear the sounds of the aftermath. Triumphant whoops and shouts rang out. The clanking of metal as the wreckage was cleared away. The sobs of those mourning the dead.

I guess we’d won, but it sure as hell didn’t feel like it. I couldn’t shake the memory of hybrid-Renn mocking me and talking about the destruction of all life. I guess he was a representative of the machines, when in that state.

Anti-life, that’s what those things were. Just knowing they were out there among the stars somewhere was daunting. My report to XCU was going to be startling, to say the least.

After helping Renn to a bed, I went to find Hana. Man, she looked like hell.

Hana turned to me, her eyes filled with tears. “Dane, I’m so sorry. For everything.”

“Hey, we all have regrets…”

“Yeah, but you didn’t nearly kill the whole colony.”

Shrugging, I gave her no more input. In my opinion, I’d gotten a few people killed recently as well. I could have done better. That was always true during a crisis.

“I wanted too much,” she went on. “I wanted everything. I thought I knew what was best for the colony, for the planet.” She shook her head. “But all I did was cause destruction.”

She had a point, of course. Her obsession with protecting the ruins, with the ghost signal, had led us to this moment. If she’d helped Billy blow up the place a week ago—well, a lot of people might still be walking around the colony today.

But I couldn’t blame her entirely. She’d had no idea how bad things were going to get.

“Sometimes, we make the best choices we can with the into we’ve got at the time,” I said. “No one knew what was going to happen. We all made mistakes. We all have blood on our hands.”

Hana nodded, tears streaming down her face. “I just wish I could take it all back. I wish I could make it right.”

I reached out and took her hand. “Hey, here’s the thing: you can’t do that. Just think about it a little, make some new rules for yourself, and go on. Whatever you do, take my advice: don’t dwell on it. Don’t do any therapy or anything stupid like that. Forget the whole thing. Pretend it didn’t happen.”

She stared at me. “That’s how you do it, huh? How you bounce around to different planets with different problems without going crazy?”

Nodding, I gave her a smile. She gave me a hand squeeze, but she was too upset for anything else. It was a start.

Hawkins entered the Med-Bay and looked around. I watched as he strode over to us, his nose twisted up like smelled shit. He looked at Hana and me, and his expression didn’t get any happier.

“You two,” he said. “Now you’re lovebirds, huh?”

I considered flattening him, but passed on the idea. When he handed me a squeeze bottle of beer, I forgave him a little.

But Hawkins wasn’t done. He pointed a finger at Hana. “You, by rights, should be locked up. Your obsession with those ruins, with that damned signal, you got a lot of fine people killed.”

Hana flinched like she’d been slapped. I wanted to defend her, but Hawkins turned to me next.

“And you, Tanner. You’re no saint either. You’ve got blood on your hands, too.”

I met his gaze, unflinching. He was right. I’d killed. I’d made mistakes. But I’d also saved lives. I’d fought for this colony.

Hawkins grunted, his shoulders slumping. “All right. People are talking about arrests and show-trials—but okay. You’re both free to go. Do as you will. Hopefully, you’ll help repopulate this colony.”

Squinting, I stood up. “Repopulate? The dust of battle has barely settled, and you want us to get busy?”

Hawkins threw up his hands and nodded his head toward Hana. “Yeah. Colonies have relaxed social rules when it comes to genetic variation opportunities. Besides, I’m too busy to do it myself.”

Hana huffed at that.

Hawkins walked away, smiling. He had his own special sense of humor, that guy.

I looked at Hana. Sure, she had her arms crossed and her lips were pouting. There was even a stick in her hair. I brushed that out, and she let me.

Hmm…

I gave her a kiss, savoring the taste of her lips. She responded forcefully.

“I didn’t think you’d want me back after…” she trailed off, indicating the destruction around us.

Following her gaze, I did find the devastation impressive. It would take years…

While I was contemplating, she was moving. Her fingers intertwined with mine. She clung to me like she never wanted to let go.

“Feeling up for some… gene therapy?” she asked.

Whoa… Dr. Wei and her staff had done an amazing job of patching her up. These guys still had excellent medical, unlike other colonies. Even still, I wasn’t sure how much she could handle.

“Are you sure?” I asked. “Didn’t you… uh… almost die?”

“It’s our last chance.” She flashed me an inviting smile. “Just go easy, Dane.”

That was too much for a simple man with simple tastes. I led her to one of her crushed colony farm domes. We made love under a flap that kept snapping in the wind. After that, I spent the rest of the day helping her save her plants and patch sprinklers, stuff like that.

When the sun went down, I left her. She grabbed my arm. “Are you leaving? So soon?”

“Don’t freak out,” I said, kissing the top of her head. “I’ll be back.”

She let go, but there was a tear on her cheek. I don’t think she believed me.

Back at the Med-Bay, I figured visiting hours were long since over—but I also figured that didn’t matter much on a day like this one.

Renn glided up to me, he was in his flying chair again. At least he looked pretty functional…

He started babbling excitedly all the things he’d learned. All the discoveries he’d made. I pretended to listen. I had other, more pressing things on my mind, like how the hell we were going to get back to Earth.

Renn was still talking, his voice grating on my nerves.

“You and I have got a problem,” I said, breaking in on his monologue.

He blinked at me, surprised. “What problem?”

“We can’t call XCU. We can’t get a rift.”

“Why not? You still have my skullweb, don’t you?”

“Yeah. But do you remember what happened the last time you put that thing on your head?”

He blinked some more, then frowned. “Don’t be absurd, Tanner. I’m not going to have another psychotic break just because I place a psionic enhancer on my head. I’m not that weak-minded.”

“You’re not, huh? We’ll… I guess we’ll have to find out.”

I set down my pack and pulled out the skullweb I’d stowed away for safekeeping. The damn thing was still intact, despite everything that had happened. I held it up, looking at Renn.

“Really want to try this? Again? Your face must have ten new seams in it since the last time.”

Renn frowned, his eye on the skullweb. He didn’t look too thrilled about the idea. But what choice did we have? We needed to contact XCU. We needed to get the hell off this rock.

Renn took the skullweb from me, turning it over in his hands. He looked like he was weighing his options. Trying to decide if the risk was worth it. I could practically see the equations running through his big-ass brain.

The gears cranked around in his head until he finished analyzing every angle, every possibility.

Finally, he nodded. “There is no other solution I’m aware of,” he said. “We could test every member of this community, hoping to discover an untrained prodigy… but that would be time-consuming and potentially dangerous.”

“Yep. You going to do it?”

He placed the skullweb on his injured head, wincing as it made contact. The thing looked like it hurt like hell. But Renn didn’t complain. He just closed his eyes and began to meditate.

He was a tough bastard. I’ll give him that.

Minutes ticked by, but they felt like hours. I paced nearby, frequenting eyeing his face for signs he was going to turn into some kind of demon again. If he was, he didn’t show it.

I checked my buzzblade over and over again, anyway. Then, I paced some more.

There was a flicker. A spark. The air shimmered.

I whooped. “Hell, yeah, baby! That was fast! You didn’t even tell me—”

Right about then, I noticed Renn was just sitting there. His eyes never opened. It was like he was asleep.

Uh-oh.

The rift transformed from a rip of light in the air into a swirling vortex of color and energy. This was our ticket home. I couldn’t believe it. Renn had done it. The crazy bastard had actually done it.

Suddenly, Renn lurched up out of his air-chair. He stumbled and almost fell on his face. He looked more than unsteady, like he might keel over any second.

I grabbed him. Straightened him out.

That’s when I felt it. A sting in my hands.

Looking down, I saw a metal worm had driven its way into the meat between my thumb and forefinger. Talk about biting the hand that feeds you—this AI was the very definition of ungrateful.

“Time to go,” I said.

Renn didn’t talk, but I got the distinct impression whatever was still lingering inside him didn’t like me much.

I dragged him toward the rift. He squalled, but I didn’t care. We had to move. It was more than time to get out of here.

Sometimes with me, to think is to act. I tossed him through first. After all—what if this rift was some kind of a trap? Better to test the unknown with the lives of your enemies—and right now, Renn qualified in that regard.

After watching him disappear into the light, I noted the rift stayed open. It didn’t flicker out—did that mean it was safe?

Maybe.

Taking in a deep breath like I was diving into cold water, I leaped after him. The rift closed behind me. That should seal us off from Acheron forever.

The cold metal floor of XCU came up and smacked me. One knee landed on something softer, however.

It was Renn. I rolled off him and stood. In that same, easy motion, I yanked skullweb off his skull.

“Good job, Doc,” I said to the squirming figure at my feet.

Renn didn’t look too good, but I saw his chest rising and falling. He was alive, at least. Fair enough.

A medical team rushed in, led by Nurse Lazar. She ran to me first, her eyes wide with concern. The rest of the team worked on the mess of a man at my feet.

Tina’s hands fluttered over me, checking for injuries. I let her stitch up my blood hand. I’d have to have that x-rayed or something…

“I’m fine,” I said. “Renn’s a mess. Fuss over him.”

Tina hesitated. She looked torn. But then she nodded. Moved over to Renn. She gasped when she saw the extent of his injuries. The blood. The burns.

“Holy…” she whispered. “What happened to him?”

“Just… uh… don’t put a skullweb on him.”

“Okay… Is all this from the skullweb?”

I didn’t answer. It would all be in my report, but anything I told her now would probably just freak her out.

Tina and the team loaded Renn onto a hover-stretcher. They rushed him out and headed for XCU medical. I watched them go and thought briefly of following—but then passed on the idea. I headed for the lounge instead.

This place owed me a beer.

Once I had a cold one in hand, I closed my eyes.

We were back.


Chapter 36

A few days later, I visited Medical. Renn was awake, squirming in his newer, fresher wheelchair. He was trussed up like a turkey, all those cybernetic immobilization devices and robotic limbs were holding him in place. He looked like a damn science experiment gone wrong.

Or the alien possessed hybrid-Renn…

I didn’t feel sorry for him. Well… maybe just a little. He’d brought this on himself. He wasn’t trained for this kind of insertion mission on colonial worlds. His arrogance and recklessness had forced XCU to send me out to save his skinny ass. In the end, he’d nearly gotten us all killed on Acheron.

Even worse, he’d eaten half of my paycheck in bargain.

Renn’s eyes darted around the room. Like he was looking for an escape. But there was none. He was stuck here. Stuck facing the consequences of his actions.

Finally, his gaze settled on me. I stared back.

Renn opened his mouth. Closed it again. He looked like he was choking on his own words. But then he managed to spit out whatever the hell he was trying to say.

“I’m sorry,” he said. His voice was weak, but the words were undeniable.

I couldn’t believe it. This man had never, in all my years of knowing him, apologized for anything. He was never wrong, never at fault…

But today was a different day, I guess. A first time for everything.

Staring at him, I let the silence stretch out. Finally, I decided it was time to break the uncomfortable silence. “At least you got us home, Doc.”

Renn shifted in his chair. The robotic limbs whirred and clicked. He looked like a bug caught in a spider’s web. Struggling fiercely against its captor’s trap.

“I mean it, Tanner,” he said. “I’m sorry. For everything. For Acheron. For the signal. For... for Aziz.”

Aziz. I hadn’t expected this much honesty, and the name made me frown. He’d been a good guy, in the short time I’d known him. A better man to have in the trenches with you than Dr. Renn, certainly.

“You can remember Aziz, huh?” I asked.

“Yes… I think he’s the only human being I’ve ever killed…”

My mind whirled for a moment. Aziz was a green comm specialist who’d gone from shitting his britches to saving our asses, was dead and gone thanks to an electric bolt from Hybrid-Renn.

But that wasn’t the worst of Hybrid-Renn’s crimes. Far from it. I thought about pointing out his shenanigans had led to a full-on invasion of Acheron Colony by vicious alien-made robots… but that wasn’t going to bring back any lives.

I stood up. “Glad to see you’re up and around, Doc. They say you’ll make a full recovery—with some new bones and lots of cell-level surgeries. They’ve even used a magnetic scanner to remove every trace of metal, and killed all the nanites with EMP blasts. You should be back on the job… in a few months.”

Renn studied the floor and nodded.

I was late for the door, and I reached for the handle—but Renn called me back. “Tanner?”

“Please, God, don’t let him cry,” I prayed. “I’m in no mood to watch some old buzzard bawl like a baby.”

Turning around, I lifted an eyebrow.

“I… I need to thank you. Not just apologize.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yes. I shouldn’t have gone out there. It was hubris—sheer hubris. What you do on these missions…” he shook his head. The few strands of his hair that were left wafted around his skull like wisps. “It’s crazy. I had no idea. You’re a better man than I, and I thank you for rescuing me.”

Wow. I was gob-smacked. I nodded to him. “You’re welcome, Doc. Maybe we’ll work together more smoothly in the future.”

“Yes… probably so.”

“Tell me one thing…”

“Anything!”

“Why did you do it? Why did you insist on going out there to Acheron in my place?”

Renn’s lips squirmed. Was he forming up a lie? “It was Tina. That little nurse you continuously pester. She talked me into it… I’m not sure why.”

That left me squinching up my eyes and furrowing my brow. Tina?

Leaving Medical, my mood soon darkened. I couldn’t believe what Renn had shared. What Tina had gotten him to do.

It was bad enough that he’d nearly gotten us all killed on Acheron. But to find out that Tina had been the one to send him there in the first place? I had suspected as much before I left. But she had assured me she had nothing to do with me getting side-lined.

Dammit.

I found her in the break room, sipping coffee. She looked up as I entered, her eyes widening at the sight of me.

“Dane?” she said. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I’ve been so worried about you.”

I didn’t respond. Just stalked over to her, and she read my mood correctly. She leaned back in her chair and set her coffee down on the table.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. Like she didn’t know.

“You sent Renn to Acheron,” I said. It wasn’t a question.

Tina’s face paled. She looked away. Couldn’t meet my gaze. That was all the confirmation I needed.

“Why?” I demanded. “Why would you do that? You knew he’s not qualified for field work. You knew he’d possibly get killed.”

Tina bit her lip. Fidgeted with her hands. “I thought... I thought it would keep you from having to go,” she said. “I didn’t want you to be in danger again. Not after last time.”

I stared at her. I was incredulous. She’d sent Renn into danger to keep me out of it? What kind of twisted logic was that? She’d offered Renn up as a sacrifice.

“So instead, you complimented him and talked up those alien ruins until he couldn’t get them out of his head, right?” I said. “Career opportunities, first alien contact, lecture circuits and research grants—the whole thing? Am I getting warm?”

She studied her fingers, which were wrapping around each other. She nodded her head.

“Would you like to know what happened out there with Renn? He got turned into a alien monster and nearly wiped out the entire colony.”

Tina winced. I could see she was feeling it. Good.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t... I didn’t think it would turn out like this.”

“No,” I said. “You didn’t think at all. You just acted. A lot of people paid for your attempts to protect me.”

“Dane,” she said softly. Tina looked at me, her eyes brimming with tears. “I didn’t want you to have to go back out there. I know how dangerous it is. I know what it does to you.”

She was right about that. Acheron had nearly killed me. More than once. But she had no right to interfere.

“Okay…” I said. “We’re good. I’ll leave all this bullshit out of my report to Brandt—but let’s not do this again, okay?”

“Because it would get me fired…?”

“Probably. You can’t control everything, Tina,” I said. “That’s not how it works.”

She nodded. Wiped at her eyes. “I know,” she said. “I know that now. I’m sorry, Dane. I’m so sorry.” She paused, pulling herself together. Then continued. “That’s why… um…”

Uh-oh. Here it comes…

“I can’t keep doing this, Dane,” she said. “I can’t keep waiting for you to come back. Wondering if you’ll be alive or dead. Wondering who you’re with. What you’re doing.”

Yep. There it was. I didn’t even bother to respond.

She wiped at her eyes again. “I thought... I thought maybe you’d change. Maybe you’d settle down. With me.”

I thought that over. Could be nice… but I didn’t think it was me. At least, not yet.

“Marriage doesn’t fit the job description.”

“I know, I know…” She looked at me then. Really looked at me. Like she was seeing me for the first time. “Then I guess we’re done?”

I nodded. “Guess we are.”

It was funny how things worked out. One minute you’re together, the next you’re not. That’s just how it goes sometimes. What a great homecoming.

Tina was telling me all kinds of crap after that. About how I should take care of myself, and how we’d had a great thing for a while. I didn’t really hear any of it.

My plans were simple. I’d go fill out my reports, do my debriefs and then leave work early. I needed a stiff drink.

A few hours later, I was done with my make-work for the day. I’d done some robot-abuse—they called it “training” down in the gym—and taken a shower. The shower had been the highlight of my shitty day thus far.

My breakup with Tina had been pushed out of my mind pretty successfully by this time, but then something happened as I went down to Medical to check on Renn one last time.

The Med-Bay door slid open with a whirr. I stepped inside and froze. Tina was there—talking to Dom. He was our station chief—and our chief rat.

Dom turned to look at me. He smirked.

“Well, well, well,” he said. “If it isn’t the conquering hero. Back from the dead… again.”

“I came to ask for a raise,” I said, delivering this line dead-pan. It was always a good way to flip off an annoying boss.

His face flickered to annoyance, then back to that knowing smirk.

Tina, on the other hand, looked like she’d just wet herself at school. What was that all about? She wouldn’t meet my gaze.

Dom noted our glances.

“Am I in the way here?” he asked. “Did I interrupt one of your rendezvous? During working hours, no less?”

I gritted my teeth. “That’s none of your goddamn business,” I said. “We were just talking earlier.”

“Talking…?” Dom said. “Oh, right. Is that what the kids are calling it these days? Whatever happened ‘boink’?”

Tina’s face was red. She looked like she wanted to disappear.

Dom looked at her and laughed aloud. He shook his head. “You two are something else. Carrying on like a couple of horny teenagers. For shame.”

“We’re professionals,” I said. “Most of the time… We know how to separate our personal lives from our work.”

Dom hooted out a laugh. “Could’ve fooled me. It’s a wonder anything gets done around here.”

Dom was starting to piss me off. Tina looked like she was about to cry.

“What’s going on here, Chief?” I asked. “Doesn’t look like the nurse is enjoying this conversation much at all.”

The Chief’s expression changed, becoming serious. “Official business, Tanner—and it doesn’t concern you.”

He was probably right, but then again, what kind of “official business” did he have with my girlfriend? Make that… ex-girlfriend.

“It’s okay, Dom,” she said, her bottom lip quivering. “You can tell him. Everyone will know soon enough.”

Dom shrugged. “Okay, then. Was just trying to save face for the little lady, here… but the truth is we’re letting Tina go, Tanner. Budget cuts and what-have-you. You know how it is.”

“What? You can’t be serious,” I said. “Tina’s the best nurse we’ve got. We need her. Hell, she’s worth twice her salary.”

Dom shrugged. “Not my call,” he said. “Orders from up top. We’re hemorrhaging money—like the double-transmission we just did for Acheron. Cuts have to be made.”

Tina looked like she’d been punched in the gut, and I knew how she felt. We’d been canned once before. It stings when you don’t see it coming.

But today… this smelled of bullshit.

“There has to be another way,” I said. “You can’t just let her go.”

Dom shook his head. “It’s a done deal,” he said. “The decision’s been made. Tina’s out. Effective immediately. For the record, I’m real sorry about this.”

He didn’t sound sorry. I glared at Dom and considered telling him to shove his apology up his ass.

“What about her benefits?” I asked. “Her severance?”

Dom sighed. “She’ll get a package,” he shrugged. “A few weeks salary—it’s not policy, but we generally let people collect until the computers figure it out. That’s the best we can do.”

I stared at him. “What’s really going on?”

Dom looked like he was going to weasel some more, then thought the better of it.

“Okay. I’ll level with you two. It’s more than just the office romance. The higher ups don’t give a shit about that stuff—unless it interferes with your job performance. Which in this particular case, it did.”

“What are you talking about?” I demanded.

He pointed a finger at Tina. “Dr. Renn told me everything. How you talked him into going out there to Acheron. About how many colonists died because of that decision.”

Tina’s eyes widened. She tugged at her hair that was a new nervous habit of hers. “I... I didn’t... I was just trying to help...”

“Help?” Dom scoffed. “You call that helping? Sending that egghead to his death? For what? Some misguided sense of loyalty to your boyfriend?”

“I’m sorry,” Tina said again. “I never meant for any of this to happen. I was just trying to help...”

“Well, you didn’t,” Dom snapped. “You made things worse. Like a billion credits worse. And now, it’s time to pay for it.”

A billion credits? That was an astronomical sum. I knew XCU had deep pockets, but this was on a whole other level.

Dom must have seen the shock on my face. He leaned in, his eyes narrowing. “You have no idea what resources go into these missions, do you? The energy requirements alone are staggering.”

He started ticking off fingers. “First, you’ve got the initial rift formation. That takes a huge amount of power. We’re talking terawatts. Then you’ve got the stabilization phase, which is even more energy-intensive. The energy expenditure alone is enough to power the largest city on Earth for a month. And that’s just to send one person through.”

I whistled. That was a lot of juice. More than I’d ever imagined.

I glanced at Tina. She was pale, and her hands were a little shaky. I could tell she was grasping the magnitude of what she’d done. I just assumed XCU budgets could absorb errors like this. But apparently, they had limits.

“What about Renn?” I asked. “He’s just as guilty as Tina. Maybe more so.”

Dom raised an eyebrow. “What’s your point?”

“My point is, you’re not firing him. So why fire Tina?”

Dom pursed his lips. “It’s not that simple. I need Renn, and I need you. Even if I should fire all of you, I can’t—not right now.”

Right about then, I made a decision. It was probably a stupid one, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t let this happen. Tina had screwed up, sure. But she didn’t deserve to be thrown to the wolves.

“If Tina goes, I go,” I said. “I mean it, Dom. I’ll walk. Good luck finding someone else to clean up your next colonial diaper blow-out.”

Dom’s face reddened and his eyes widened. “You’re bluffing.”

I shook my head. “I’m not,” I said. “If Tina’s out, then so am I.”

“Damn it, Tanner,” he said. “You have any idea what you’re doing? The Director has a new mission lined up. Something big—and he wants you on it.”

I shrugged. “Tough titty.”

Dom glared at me. I glared right back.

There was no way in hell I was going to back down.


Chapter 37

Dom stared at me, his eyes narrowing. He was trying to figure out if I was bluffing. I wasn’t. I meant every word.

“You’re not joking, are you?” he said. “You’d really walk away from all this? Over her? Do you have any idea how shorthanded we are right now? I can’t afford to lose you!”

I shrugged. “That’s not my problem.”

“The hell it isn’t! You’re being a goddamn crybaby, Tanner. A quitter. And for what? Some bedpan-dumping nurse?”

I bristled at that. “I’ll clear out my locker.”

Turning to go, I noted that Tina was following me. Dom called after us.

“Hey! Dude! Tanner—wait! We’re not through, here. Maybe we can negotiate something?”

I kept walking and didn’t look back. I was done talking. Done with XCU. Done with all of it.

Tina caught up with me. She slipped her hand in mine, and I automatically squeezed it. The gesture felt good. Felt right.

But hadn’t we just broken up?

I could hear Dom’s heavy footfalls as he chased us down. “This is ridiculous,” he said, catching up with us. “You two are being completely unprofessional. But fine, fine… Tina can stay. For now.”

Stopping my march, I turned slowly to face him. I felt a small sense of victory at hearing him cave.

But of course, Dom wasn’t done yet. I could tell he had more evil clouding his brain.

“If… and this is a big if, mind you…”

“If what?”

“If you make Brandt happy, I’ll reconsider. Go upstairs and see him—now.”

Dom finally left us in peace, and I tried to release Tina’s hand, but she wouldn’t let go. She held firm, like her life depended on it.

“It’s okay,” I said. “He’s all bark and no bite. Your job is safe.”

She nodded against my chest. I held her for a moment longer. Savoring the feel of her in my arms. The feel of her breasts pushing into me.

Finally, she let go of me—but she didn’t meet my eyes. Not yet. She fidgeted with her hair, twirling it around her finger. I leaned against the wall, arms crossed. It was time to wait for her to say something.

“You didn’t have to do that, you know,” she finally said. “Put your job on the line for me. Especially after… after I ended things between us.”

“It was the right thing to do.”

She shook her head. “No—it was crazy. Stupid, even. I don’t think I’d have done that for you.”

I didn’t answer. Just stared at the floor. Truth was, I didn’t know why I did it. Maybe because I cared about her. Maybe because I was tired of seeing good people get screwed over.

Suddenly, she threw her arms around my neck. Started kissing on me like there was no tomorrow.

I kissed her back. Couldn’t help myself. She always had that effect on me. Made me forget all the reasons we shouldn’t be together.

Eventually, we came up for air.

“So, are we broken up or not?” I asked.

Tina bit her lip and shook her head with uncertainty. “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m not sure.”

Bad words wanted to come out of my mouth—but I stopped them. I was mildly proud of that. She had no idea.

Kissing her hard one more time, I felt her melt against me. We stayed like that for a while. When she finally left, I mounted the stairs.

A few minutes later, I was tapping on Director Brandt’s office door. There was sign on top of it, identifying this door as his. He was helpful like that.

Brandt’s voice told me to come in. The door opened silently, and I entered. The old man sat behind his desk, his face inscrutable.

“Director…?”

Brandt gestured to a chair. “There you are, Sergeant Tanner,” he said. “Sit.”

I plopped my ass on a nice chair. The leather creaked beneath me. Was it real, or tank-grown? Hard to tell, these days. Either way, it was expensive.

Brandt fixed me with a piercing gaze. “We have a situation on Tamil,” he began. “A water world, remote, inhospitable. The colony there is struggling.”

“Whoa, whoa… I just got home, sir.”

Brandt seemed unaffected by my complaint. “I know the score between you and the station chief. Can I continue the briefing?”

“Dom can text that fast?”

“Apparently…”

Resigned to my fate, I sank down in that comfy chair. If we were having budget problems, why was there new furniture in here?

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s hear it.”

“To repeat: Tamil, swamp-planet. Unhappy colonists.”

That made me smirk. I mean, who would fly for twenty years to reach a stinking swamp? These colonists had to be real wizards.

“The group who undertook this colonization mission have…” Brandt said, “unorthodox ethical views.”

“Ah-ha!” I said, Brandt had just answered my questions. “So, are they pervs? Or religious outcasts?”

“Neither. They’re scientists—biologists, to be exact.”

I blinked a few times. “So what? Weren’t there enough swamps on Earth for them?”

Brandt looked back down at a slip of plastic where his briefing notes scrolled as he talked. “A team of their geneticists have created… human-amphibians. Reptili, they call them. Creatures better suited for the swamps.”

I frowned. “Let me guess, these frog-monsters have turned on their creators? Am I right?”

Brandt nodded gravely. “You got it. The genetic variants formed their own society in the marshes. Their numbers grew, as did their resentment.”

I could see where this was going. It was as clear as day.

Why did colonists always seem half-nuts? Maybe it was because that was precisely the kind of people who had the balls required to fly to the stars in a tin can in the first place.

“So… the frogs want what the colonists have?”

“Precisely. They’ve begun raiding the surface colony for equipment and supplies. The colonists are fighting back, but they’re outnumbered.”

“What do you want me to do about it? Play peacemaker? Exterminate the Reptili?”

Brandt leaned forward, his eyes hard. “I want you to assess the situation. Determine if the colony is worth saving. If not, we’ll let the Reptili have it.”

Harsh…

“So, I’m going to be wading into the middle of a war between some dumb humans and their genetically modified cousins? Sounds like a real mess, and I haven’t even properly recovered from the fiasco on Acheron.”

“Yes. I need someone out there immediately.”

“I’ll have to think about it…” I said, standing. “I really want to thank you, Director, for the faith you must have in me. Just offering me a mission like this, while I’m in the depths of recovery after recent events… It’s flattering.”

Brandt’s gaze followed me as I moved toward the door. “Don’t walk out that door, Tanner.”

“What seems to be the trouble, Director Brandt?”

“You. And Tina Lazar—and Dr. Renn, too.”

“Is that some kind of threat?”

“Not at all, but Nurse Lazar might not be able to make her next payment on that condo she just bought.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Nurse Lazar. The nurse you were just—” Brandt paused. There was a perverse grin on his face, “—making out with? In the hallway? Was that as good as it looked, Sergeant?”

Shit. Of course, XCU had cameras everywhere. I was an idiot. I wanted to yell at him, but I played it cool. “So… what’s the deal?”

“The fact is you both owe us—and you’re going to pay, one way or another.”

“All right. I’ll take the damn job.”

“And you’ll fly tonight?”

“What? No… give me a few days. A week, at least. My cells are being held together by super-glue.”

He frowned and muttered and reviewed my medical reports. “All right. For mission integrity, I’ll give you a week’s vacation.”

Brandt smiled like he thought he was Santa, but he was all teeth and no warmth.

A few minutes later, I managed to get out of his lair. Tamil… and goddamn fish-people? This colony was going to be a shit-show. I could just tell. Hell, I didn’t even like to swim.

At least Tina and I had kept our jobs. That was something.

I needed a drink, and I suspected Tina would be in a better mood tonight. It was time to knock off early and head home.

THE END
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